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ABSTRACT
PROGRAM DESIGN OF COMMUNITY AND SERVICE-BASED EDUCATION:
IMPLICATONS FOR RETENTION, LEARNING ACHIEVEMENT AND PROGRAM
DEVELOPMENT FOR AT-RISK YOUNG ADULTS
SEPTEMBER 1999
MICHAEL C. WESTORT, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
M.P.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Atron A. Gentry

Effective community and service-based educational programs are needed for
disconnected urban young adults not in high school, in contact with the criminal or
juvenile justice system, or who are otherwise facing limited career and learning
opportunities towards economic self-reliance (Keith, 1997). Some programs in
community and serviced-based education designed for this population have difficulty
retaining their participants and achieving other key educational objectives (Westort,

199?)
Through qualitative and some quantitative research methods, including interviews
with program organizers, directors and staff; participation-observation of operating
programs; and document analysis of program attendance records, progress reports,
mission and policy statements and program schedules, this research identifies elements of
existing programs that are most effective at retaining students in community and servicebased education. It considers program scheduling, length of program, characteristics and

vi

qualifications of staff, type of activity, program context, and other elements that influence
participants’ ability and willingness to complete a program. Inductive data analysis
reveal evolving categories and themes drawn from the research (Bogdan, & Biklen,
1994). Data analysis and triangulation across data sources makes evident reoccurring
patterns that point to a relationship between program design (e.g., organization,
incentives, staff and organizers, service activity, mission and goals, target population,
etc.) and factors that impact retention (e.g., attitudes affecting attendance, real and
perceived fit between participant needs and program goals, social context,
accommodation of special needs, etc.).
Based on this data and consideration of my experience in a program in
Springfield, Massachusetts, this dissertation develops a model program that holds greater
potential for accomplishing retention objectives. This model is a conceptual and
operational model developed within the framework of prospective evaluation (U.S.
General Accounting Office, PEMD-10.1.10, 1990, pp. 5-10). This model represents a
more inclined understanding of at-risk and court-involved populations, corrections
education, and a programmatic approach to combine principles of corrections education
with community and service-based education to have greater success with retention as
well as educational program objectives. Specifically, it was found that retention depends
on a number of varied and distinct relationships between the teachers’ qualifications and
characteristics and real and perceived needs of the students; program scheduling and
activities and the interests of the participants; participants’ perceived needs and their
practical ability to persist; and the total fit between program design and the population
that the program serves.
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CHAPTER I
STATEMENT OF PROBLEM

Introduction
Employment and educational opportunities for persons between the ages of
seventeen to twenty-three are abundant for some yet limited for others. In too many
instances particularly in urban settings, young adults do not or are unable to pursue self¬
betterment through education or occupation. Many find themselves disconnected from
the community and sometimes involved with the criminal and juvenile justice system
(Dowdy, 1997). New approaches in education such as community service learning (CSL)
have proven effective as part of regular public school curriculum and requirements. CSL
creates meaningful learning opportunities and personal development through experiencebased activities and projects; involves applying academic principles to real-life situations;
and helps participants develop a stronger connection to the communities in which they
live (Smilow, 1993; Wade, 1997). Less is known of how these programs, hypothetically,
can be designed to operate independently of public schools to mobilize and serve at-risk
youth and young adult populations who are not in school.
In Springfield, Massachusetts in 1997, one such attempt was made to serve and
educate at-risk persons using a CSL program design. The outcome suggests that retention
is among the more immediate and challenging objective for this particular type of
program. It also leads one to believe that CSL programs for this population must depart
from typical CSL principles. Since many persons in this program had past or on-going
contact with the juvenile or criminal justice system, it seems possible that an
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understanding of education practice oriented towards serving institutionalized persons
(corrections education) may be useful in program design to address similar needs of
community members.
This research considers community service learning program design and design
strategies that serve at-risk populations to understand how programs achieve satisfactory
participation and attendance from the students. It considers such issues as program
scheduling, length of program, characteristics and qualifications of staff, type of activity,
and program context with regard to how these factors influence participants’ ability and
willingness to complete the program. Based on these findings and the literature review,
this study also devises a list of relevant points and program components for the purpose
of developing a model program design. A program design that hypothetically brings
together principles of CSL and corrections education may be optimal to serve retention
and educational program objectives. This program design model specifically uses
strategies to combine principles of community and service-based education and
corrections education to have greater success with accomplishing retention objectives.
The importance of program development for this population comes with the
realization that in the aggregate, positive and beneficial educational outcomes for urban
schools lag behind non-urban districts (Katz, 1987). In Springfield, Massachusetts, for
example, tenth grade students failed English language arts, mathematics, and science and
technology, at almost twice the rate of the state average in 1998 on the recent
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS). Holyoke, Massachusetts,
the neighboring town, placed last overall in the state on the MCAS (Massachusetts
Department of Education, 1998). Between 1991 and 1995 in Massachusetts, the number
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of offenses for which individuals were committed to jail have increased and changed.
Increases occurred for all offense categories except operating under the influence, which
showed a decrease of 15 percent. During this period, commitments for person offenses
increased by 104 percent; commitments for drug offenses increased 62 percent;
commitments for other offenses increased by 36 percent; commitments for sex offenses
increased by 32 percent; commitments for motor vehicle offenses increased by 18
percent; and commitments for property offenses increased by 8 percent. Persons between
the ages of 16 and 24 committed twenty-eight percent of these offenses. The recidivism
rate for persons between the age of 16 and 23 was twenty-nine percent on average during
this period (Massachusetts Department of Correction, 1997).
Minority students hold the largest share of the urban school population in the
United States. Jonaki Bose of the National Center for Education Statistics (1996) reports
that among the 100 largest school districts in the United States, 54 percent had over fifty
percent minority enrollment (p. iv). The school-aged minority population of Springfield
and Holyoke are 72 percent and 73 percent, respectively (Massachusetts Department of
Education, 1998). It is likely that minority populations have been and will continue to be
disproportionately affected as a consequence of schools and communities that don’t work.
Students in urban public schools in the United States contend with social,
economic, health, and educational obstacles not seen in non-urban districts. Factors
which contribute to a student becoming at-risk of failure have been attributed to poverty
and gang violence (Gentry, 1995; Kozol, 1991), racial discrimination and segregation
(Cummins, 1986; Oakes, 1985), family dysfunction (McPartland, 1994), and student
apathy (Oakes, 1985). Other factors, such as overcrowding (Burnett, 1995; Kozol, 1991),
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teacher burnout (Farber, & Ascher, 1991; Lipsky, 1980; Wilson, 1989), inadequate
facilities (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1996-148; 1996-103), and unequal and underfunding (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1996-148; 1997-31), are also commonly cited
as contributing to school underperformance and student underachievement.
High school dropout rates are higher in urban schools compared to suburban and
rural schools (Bose, 1996). Springfield’s dropout rate in 1994 was 117 percent higher (at
14.6 percent) than the state average of 4.6 percent (Massachusetts Department of
Education, 1994).
The dilemmas that a displaced urban population may bring about for communities
have historically been considered social problems implicit by the attention given to them
by departments of youth services, criminal and juvenile justice departments, and public
health, safety, rehabilitation, and family services. In recent decades, many in the field of
education have started to address some of these problems. The movement to articulate a
relationship between social problems and public education first began with the Coleman
Report in 1966 (Keith, 1997). This report showed that conditions outside of school, such
as family and social factors, and not educational inputs, had the most influence over
whether students succeeded in school (Keith, 1997). The “effective schools movement”
that followed considered ways in which schools could be organized to promote success
regardless of the students background, social class, and environment (Keith, 1997). The
report stressed the importance of increasing teachers’ understanding and perception of
their students, involving to a greater extent the parents role in their child’s education,
promoting transformational leadership within schools, instituting schools within schools
programs, promoting a more positive school climate, articulating clearer and more
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focused goals, creating more opportunities for students to learn, monitoring more
frequently student progress, among others (Coleman et al., 1966; Keith, 1997).
It remains difficult, however, to control for all factors that influence student
performance at school (Serow, 1997). Montgomery and Rossi (1994) state, “a student’s
personal, home, community, and school characteristics should not be studied in
isolation—all of these variables contribute to student performance, and they are strongly
interactive” (p. 12-13). Furthermore, according to Keith (1997),
[Within the last decade] the search for effective urban schooling has led
back to the world beyond school walls. ... [which] speaks of a growing
sense of urgency among actors at different levels of the system, counseling
the need for concerted and integrated efforts to address the inescapable
nexus between schools, community, and society. This is the context that
now provides support for community-based service-learning, (p. 127)

Effective community and service-based educational programs designed to support
learning opportunities towards economic self-reliance are needed for urban young adults
who are disconnected from families and communities, who are involved with courtrelated matters, or who are not in organized education programs (Keith, 1997; Westort,
1997). Community service learning is a relatively new form of pedagogy that has gained
popularity in a variety of school-based settings. CSL has recently shown some potential
in addressing the needs of urban students who are considered on the margins of dropping
out of high school and those who have already dropped out (Gonzalez, Wagner, &
Brunton, 1993; Westort, 1997). Less is know of how CSL programs might be designed to
operate independent of public schools to recruit, retain, and educated at-risk community
young adults.

5

The Alliance for Service-Learning in Education Reform (1993) has provided the
standard in CSL principles and practice over the past recent years. It refers to servicelearning as a method of education and personal development organized through service
experiences that meet actual community needs, that are coordinated in collaboration with
the school and community, that are integrated into academic curriculum, that provide
structured time for reflection, that provide opportunities to use academic skills and
knowledge in real life situations beyond the classroom, and that help develop a sense of
caring for others (ASLER, 1993, p. 1). Community service learning is considered an
action- and experience-oriented approach to pedagogy and self-development through the
presentation of interesting opportunities to become involved with learning. From the
student’s perspective, the curriculum is designed to enable all students to share goals and
understand what, how, and why learning is occurring. This dynamic also allows
participants to access and enter a project with relative ease compared to classroom-based
academic curriculum.
By way of criticism, CSL today is not commonly designed to exist independent of
schools for persons not in school. As previously noted, typical CSL projects are usually
initiated by and connected to requirements of the public school (ASLER, 1993; Wade,
1997). School-based community service learning endeavors may be non-intensive, which
may have added to its recent success. CSL programs operating independent of schools,
occurring forty hours a week to model a regular job, for example, are as yet relatively
untested. Those that operate intensively over many months are also more likely to have
retention issues surface. Furthermore, few existing programs primarily address needrelated risk factors to serve local and community at-risk youth and young adults, such as a
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focus on life skills development and self-sufficiency. The circumstances and needs of
community at-risk populations suggest that the typical CSL model can be altered to serve
such needs. Correctional education as a form of pedagogy may hypothetically inform
such a change to CSL. At-risk community members may have had past criminal or court
involvement and face similar dilemmas as those in or recently released from institutions.
Corrections education for incarcerated or recently released persons has typically
focused on re-socializing and reintegrating persons back into mainstream schools and
society (Boesen, & Grupp, 1976). More recently, correctional education has aimed to
develop academic competencies and learning skills to these ends by addressing students’
need-related risk factors through equal attention to academic skills and social and moral
reasoning (Gemignani, 1994). Corrections education stresses independent living skills,
integrates education and vocational training with community-based programs, supports
successful transition from secure confinement, and gives immediate response with
rewards or graduated sanctions. Corrections education is informed of when certain
circumstances may lead to misconduct or problems; activates prior knowledge; and aims
to develop literacy and numeracy skills in social, functional, and workplace contexts
(Altschuler & Armstrong, 1994; Gemignani, 1994; Rowe & Pfannenstiel, 1991).
However, corrections education may have much to gain from strategies of
community service learning. Corrections education may benefit from CSL principles
such as instilling a sense of ownership over learning projects by dividing decision-making
responsibilities equally among staff and participants. Furthermore, CSL pedagogy
involving the development of personal connections among students and among staff, such
as teamwork and mentoring, are not designed into correctional education to the same
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degree as in CSL. Correctional education is rarely designed for community members, yet
these persons may have similar needs and have something to gain from this approach.
A hypothetical model program, then, (a) operates independently of public schools,
(b) targets at-risk community members, (c) addresses need-related risk factors of
participants, (d) employs some of the educational strategies of community service
learning and corrections education, (e) occurs every day similar to regular employment,
and (f) uses many and varied strategies to promote student commitment and retention.
In Springfield, Massachusetts in 1997, a program with similar qualities was
attempted. As will be described, it aimed to serve and educate an at-risk community
population with a typical CSL model. In retrospect, this program sheds light on how an
intensive CSL program might be used in a community-based setting for at-risk and courtinvolved populations.

Problem Statement
The Lower Liberty Heights (LLH) program in Springfield Massachusetts is an
example of a program design that had potential in addressing academic and economic
needs of the at-risk population it targeted. It is important to the field of urban education
and to the many other communities like Lower Liberty Heights facing similar
circumstances and dilemmas. It was based on many educational principles of community
service learning as it was designed to be a volunteer community service-based learning
program, yet the program also came to serve participants from the district’s correctional
institution. All of the participants had past or on-going court involvement. These
circumstances, added to the program’s protracted trial-and-error period, tested the
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program’s basic retention objectives. Retention and educational challenges experienced
by the program hold implications for how the program was modeled and designed, and
speaks to the need for such a program to be appropriately designed from its start. It was
found that typical or common practices of community service learning do not account for
many of the needs of at-risk populations.
This was a twelve-week grant funded community volunteer program for local atrisk youth and young adults. Its main objectives were to develop academic competencies
and trade skills, enhance a sense of self-determination and personal responsibility, and
reinforce the participants’ connection to their community and local businesses. I was
hired as the educator for the program, and the following “curriculum outline” was devised
prior to my involvement. Note that this outline closely matches the definition of CSL
devised by the Alliance for Service-Learning Education Reform (1993). It is implicit that
the LLH program was designed to be a community service learning effort:
Students will learn and develop through active participation in
thoughtfully organized work and service that meet actual needs and that
are coordinated in collaboration with educators and the community.
The work experience will be integrated into the students’ academic
curriculum. There will be time for students to think, talk, or write about
what they actually do and see during the construction or other service
activity. Additionally, there will be time set aside for cooperative learning
and specific skill development and reinforcement.
Participants will be provided with an opportunity to use newly
acquired skills and knowledge in real-life situations and in their own
communities. The experience will extend learning beyond “the
classroom” and into the community to help foster the development of a
sense of caring for others.
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A symbiotic relationship between service, work-based learning, and
future employment will provide the environment where participants can
gain team, organizational, and problem-solving skills and other attitudes
and capacities necessary for future work and learning (Curriculum
Description Handout, 1997, p. 1).

The mission of the program according to the written program description, was to:
Provide its participants with daily experiences to increase their knowledge
and skill base so that they may likewise increase their opportunities for
employment after completion of the program. Participants will learn about
themselves and their own strengths and weaknesses; they will work as part
of a team. They will be introduced to a variety of community resources
and will be encouraged to examine their responsibility to and for the
community where they reside. The central focus of the program is the
renovation of a building shell into a community center that will continue to
offer life skills, training, employment, and academic opportunities to the
residents of Lower Liberty Heights. (Program Description, 1997, p. 1)

The federal government designated the Lower Liberty Heights region a “distressed
neighborhood,” and the LLH program represented one of the first times for Springfield to
use a community service learning model to serve at-risk and former offender participants.
The LLH community action team was organized in 1991, and conceived of the
work-based learning program in 1996. The action team is a non-profit grassroots
organization that is in the process of formally incorporating as a 501 (c) (3) non-profit
organization. They have organized a number of activities geared toward improving the
lives and environment of the residents of Springfield’s Lower Liberty Heights. In the
past, the team has organized anti-drug and gang violence marches, procured the first
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community policing unit in the city, held weekend clean-up efforts, aggressively
corrected and prevented spray paint graffiti, and worked to enhance the overall image and
livability of the community.
The Emily Bill Park, located in this area, has been a main target of the team’s
efforts. On one particular weekend in 1994, hundreds of volunteers turned out to replace
glass-riddled sand and cement sewer pipes with a modem playground and landscaping.
An anonymous donor provided most of the funding needed to fill the old swimming pool
and replace it with a colorful state of the art water park. The local citizens helped identify
community needs and formulated ways in which the LLH program may address them.
The community effort also promoted a collective sense of empowerment and selfdetermination.
The LLH program was a collaboration between the Springfield YMCA, Spectra
Management Inc., the Massachusetts Department of Youth Services, the Experiment
With Travel School, the Massachusetts Career Development Institute, and the Hampden
County Sheriffs Department.
The local alternative school was for students with emotional and behavioral
challenges who for various reasons had not met success in regular middle and high
schools. At the time of the program the school appeared to have only fifteen to twenty
students. Its director had the largest part in organizing the program and the contributions.
Located adjacent to the building site, it was planned that the school and the program were
to operate separately on a day to day bases. Classroom space was, however, available for
instruction in English as a second language (ESL) and general literacy, General
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Equivalency Diploma (GED) preparation, and other academic subjects. Classrooms were
also available for the life skills and job training segments of the program.
The Hampden County Corrections Facility in Ludlow, Massachusetts, via the
Hampden County Sheriffs Department in Springfield, offered the program to their
current inmates as a pre-release alternative to incarceration, and to former offenders on
probation. Individuals were selected for community programs based on the nature of
their offense and other criteria. In the past, pre-release programs have included
community trash collection, maintenance of public properties, and other menial public
tasks. Three avenues existed by which participants were referred to the program from the
Sheriffs Department. Although no official title existed for the three arrangements, my
administrative responsibility led me to group the participants into the following three
categories: pre-release, on probation, and transported.
The first referral track was by pre-release arrangement. Pre-released participants
were required to wear electronic monitoring devices attached to their ankles and report to
the Day Reporting Center (DRC) at the end of every day. Considered under “house
arrest” or “home detention,” these persons were prohibited from spending time anywhere
but in the LLH program and at home at the end of the day. Individuals were not eligible
for this or any corrections program without pre-approved living arrangements outside the
correctional institution. The second referral group had served their term at the institution
and was on probation. These individuals were also required to wear the electronic
monitoring device, report to DRC, and go directly home at the end of the day. The third
referral group of participants came directly from the Hampden County Corrections
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Facility. The most restrictive of the three referral tracks, individuals were transported
from the penitentiary in the morning and returned at the end of the day.
Spectra Management provided the second primary block of service—job training
and life skills—to join the work-based service learning component. They provided job
skills related to job maintenance, job search, application, cover letter, and resume writing,
dress code and communication, interviewing and presentation skills. The life skills
training component included classroom guidance on housing, medication, anger and
emotion management, dispute mediation and resolution; behavior (nutrition, family
planning, substance abuse treatment and prevention), money management, and personal
life planning. Spectra held its session during the last hour of each day.

•

The Springfield YMCA was loosely connected to the program in that essential
services were not provided by them on a day to day basis. However, the director of the
YMCA had ongoing contact with the program and was important in securing financial
support for the program. Toward the end of the program, the YMCA’s role grew
significantly as they provided membership passes to students and staff.
The Massachusetts Career Development Institute (MCDI) made their resources
and contacts available to assist participants in a number of different ways. These
included assistance with job searches, application and interview procedures, bus passes to
go to interviews, and assistance in resume writing; academic programs in reading, writing
and mathematics, three separate GED programs, and ESL education; technical programs
in office systems technology, environmental technology, nurses aid, electronic
assembly/technology, machine technology, computer technology certification; art and
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graphic design; industrial arts programs in wood shop, medal shop, and printing; and
housing assistance and guidance.
The Massachusetts Department of Youth Services (DYS) offered counseling and
other psychiatric supportive services to the participants. Some of the participants had
past histories with DYS and were still in contact with their caseworkers.. If needed, DYS
would provide advice, crisis intervention, or other human supportive services directly to
the students if psychological or emotional issues warranted, or to assist the staff.
The target population was local at-risk community members between the ages of
eighteen to twenty three. A decision was made one week before the program to include
high school students since the program was to take place over the summer and conflicts
with the school year schedule was not an issue. Most of these students were referred to
the program by a parent, caseworker, or school counselor. The program was also opened
to referrals from the Sheriffs department. Graduates would receive a $200.00 stipend
and a computer-generated certificate of completion.
The plan was for the steering committee of the LLH action team to be the
principal decision-making body responsible for overseeing the program and adjusting for
changes in services and funding over the twelve weeks. The steering committee was
established to coordinate between the action team, service and funding providers, and on¬
site program staff. Weekly meetings were planned for the steering committee members,
representatives from the service providing organizations (mentioned above), the staff, and
the director of the alternative school. Communication and participation was open for
anyone with ideas or concerns.
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On a day to day basis, the contractor, the foreman, and the educator (myself) were
the only staff in direct contact with the participants. The contractor owned a commercial
building construction company. His primary responsibility was to oversee the
construction aspects of the program including cost estimating, construction materials,
adherence to building code specifications, and the standards of workmanship for the
actual construction work. The foreman was hired to oversee construction progress and
help with instruction and supervision as needed. As previously stated, I was hired as the
educator responsible for organizing the learning functions of the program. This involved
first performing needs and skill assessments of the students, organizing and assigning
work teams and tasks, and developing curriculum in construction theory, mathematics,
and English as a second language (ESL). Since the program was considered first and
foremost a learning endeavor to educate the participants, all the activities connected to the
program had to be arranged to promote and optimize this function. I was given the
flexibility to carry out my responsibilities in this regard.
The City of Springfield funded the program primarily through grant money from
the Community Enterprise Fund. This covered staff compensation and most of the
building materials needed for the renovation. It also paid for most of the life skills and
job training services provided by Spectra Management. Other support came from the
Springfield YMCA, the local community action team, and donations of building materials
and subcontracted work. These donations amounted to approximately one third of the
total cost of the program.
The program’s curriculum was primarily derived from the construction work
itself, including the building materials (wallboard, medal studs, fasteners, plywood,
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blueprints, etc.), tools (small hand and power tools, ladders and scaffolding, safety
equipment, etc.), and building assignments and tasks (reading blueprints, wall layout,
demolition, taking measurements, etc.). Journal writing was used as a reflection activity
and to enhance writing skills.
The program began with approximately fifteen students. The daily schedule as it
was first presented to me was as follows:
Chart 1: Planned Daily Schedule.
9:00a - 9:30a

Team Meeting (Check-in and Planning)

9:30a- 10:45a

Life Skills

(Monday/Wednesday)

Job Training

(Tuesday/Thursday)

Group Problem Solving / Conflict Analysis
10:45a- 11:00a

Break

11:00a- 12:15p

Construction: Theory and Practice

12:15p - 12:45p

Lunch (Participants bring their own lunch)

12:45p - 2:00p

Construction: Theory and Practice

2:00p - 2:15p

Break

2:15p - 3:30p

Construction: Theory and Practice

3:30p - 4:00p

Team Meeting (Check-in / Closure for the day)

Three groups of seven to nine students were organized on a rotation schedule. It was
planned that one group spend a time segment in “Construction Theory and Practice,”
(principles of construction, terminology, basic academics in reading, writing, and/or
mathematics, or ESL curriculum), while the other two groups learned building
construction at the site.
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The LLH program seemed to have the service representation to address the needs
of the targeted young adult at-risk population. Although the program was in the planning
stage for well over a year, it was the first time such a program had been attempted in the
area. It is not surprising for a new program to go through a lengthy period of adjustment.
However, as previously stated, the program was first conceived based on a community
service learning design, and was originally intended for local community participants.
The unexpectedly high number of referrals from the Sheriffs department presented us
with the challenge of educating a population that the program design was not immediately
prepared to accommodate. Throughout the weeks, we were able to incorporate effective
teaching strategies and organizational formats to create more learning opportunities for
the students. In this regard, the program evolved to use some of the pedagogical
strategies that are presently found in correctional education, as well as community service
learning. However, if the program planners had anticipated the large share of former
offenders that would participate in the program, and made the appropriate adjustment to
the design according to some of the principles of corrections education, perhaps the
program could have retained a greater number of participants.

Purpose
The leading purpose of this study is assisting at-risk youth and young adults
between the approximate ages of seventeen to twenty-two pursue a productive, legitimate,
and meaningful place in society and the work force. This research on community service
learning and related programs for at-risk participants adds to an understanding of how
retention goals are programmatically pursued and achieved. It considers how thoughtful
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program designs and innovative strategies may achieve retention, educational, and
occupational program goals. This research adds to existing knowledge of this particular
population—young adults who have been placed at-risk by reason of their disconnection
from family and community, lack of academic competencies or marketable skill, or
propensity to commit offenses against their neighbors and the community.
Specifically, the purposes of this study are to:
1. Identify and document major design components of existing programs in community
and service-based education for young adult at-risk and court-involved populations.
2. Identify significant program components that contribute to student persistence in the
programs.
3. Understand the relationship between program design and student retention.
4. Develop a model program that effectively combines the principles of community and
service-based education and corrections education to optimize retention.
The information drawn from this study is synthesized by developing a list of
relevant points or program components from the literature review and interview research.
The list is used as the basis for developing the model program design that addresses some
of the programmatic challenges expressed previously.

Significance
Extensive research has affirmed the pedagogical viability of community service
learning as part of school-based efforts to enhance academic competencies (Conrad, &
Hedin, 1981; Wade, 1997). Correctional education and intensive aftercare programs for
former offenders also have been successful in their educational, occupational, and
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readjustment goals (Gonzalez, Wagner, & Brunton, 1993). However, we know very little
about the strength of a program design that borrows from each field of study, and that
may deliberately combine principles and practices of each field of study, for the sake of
addressing retention and other critical program goals. This study presents an approach to
program design and community education that hopes to engage, involve, and educate atrisk and disadvantaged participants. As previously stated, there is a growing need for
program development towards meaningful education for urban young adults who find
themselves without means or motive to become legitimately economically self-sufficient
(Ingersoll, & LeBoeuf, 1997). This study provides teachers, administrators, and local
organizers with data identifying strategies to promote retention, interest, and learning of
at-risk community members and young adult offenders.

Limitations
The study does not attempt to produce definite answers to what may be very
difficult life circumstances or educational needs of some individuals. Rather, it is
preliminary research into program designs and design elements that help promote
motivation and ability to continue with and graduate from such programs. The study
raises other important questions to be investigated in future research.
Internal validity of this study is influenced by the candor and reliability of the
interview subjects (Knapp, 1979). For example, research subjects such as program
organizers, staff, and participants may have personal motives imbedded in their responses
to the questions, such as a desire to influence the outcome of this study in a particular
way. Also, interviewees may have pre-existing notions or biases about at-risk
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populations or the relationship between student retention and program design. Access to
and availability of objective data, and interpretation of subjective data, is a factor in this
study.
The findings can be generalized to other programs and populations only to the
extent that they closely match the qualities and conditions of those investigated in this
study (Knapp, 1979). The patterns observed or extracted from the testimony of
interviewees are generalized by inductive logic to those sharing the same culture and
participating in the same kinds of activities (Knapp, 1979, p. 126).

Exclusions
This research is concerned with a narrow yet growing segment of the population:
Urban young adults between the approximate ages of seventeen to twenty-two who may
or may not have completed high school but find themselves without adequate trades or
academic competencies to obtain gainful employment, and those who have lost hope that
such opportunities exist. Based on my experience with this particular population, they
typically have had contact with the criminal/juvenile justice system, and are therefore
included in the target population.
Most CSL programs today are in some way connected to regular school programs,
school curriculum, or school requirements (Wade, 1997). This study considers programs
not connected to regular public school curriculum or requirements. School-based CSL
programs are typically less intensive and have different target populations, objectives,
goals, and outcomes than those for at-risk young adult community members (Keith,
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1997). This research examines programs that are presumed to be funded through local,
state or federal grant money.
This study departs from others on corrections education in that it investigates how
work-based learning community programs, such as community service learning, can serve
former offenders, pre-release, and perhaps institutionalized persons. Institution-based
education programs, and those expressly for recently released individuals are typically
transitional in nature, with the main intent being to assist in the adjustment into citizen

and community life, social skills development, personal responsibility, and health
awareness (Gonzalez, Wagner, & Brunton, 1993). Corrections education typically offers
little chance for meaningful education, skills development, or personal development
(Boesen, & Grupp, 1997). This study considers programs that seek to develop academic
and trades competencies as a primary goal.
Programs, whose main goal is to develop life and social skills, modify or treat
behavioral, psychological or emotional disorders, or are involved in participant
restitution, are not the focus of this study. This study considers programs that teach
academic and trades skills as a vehicle to enhance self-sufficiency, which by extension
may influence attitudes and behavior regarding personal responsibility, respect for others
and the community, confidence in learning, personal goal setting, and other ostensibly
non-academic areas of development.
This study is guided by one predominant research question: What program
components have the most influence over retaining participants? It is based on a belief
that participants have to complete a program in order to gain its benefits. Persistence also
represented the largest challenge for the success of the LLH program. To these ends,

21

program components, such as daily scheduling, characteristics of the staff and leadership,
the nature of the activities, and others are considered as they relate to student retention.
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Definition of Terms

At-risk

A condition or life circumstance that has typically led to
a high probability of failure or disconnection from
mainstream society or the school system.

Community-Based Education

Educational programs that operate independent of
traditional public schools.

■Erections Education

Educational programs that exist within correctional
institutions.

Court-Involved Person

An individual who has been convicted of a criminal
offense in the past and has on-going oryet unresolved
responsibilities to the justice system.

Former Offender

An individual who has been convicted of a criminal
offense in the past.

Intensive Aftercare Programs

Transitional assistance programs designed for former
prison inmates in their adjustment to community and
civilian life.

Model Program

A program design that utilizes what is known in the
field for the purposes of increased efficiency and
effectiveness.

Persistence

The quality of having the ability and willingness to
participate in a program until its conclusion.

Pre-release

Institution-based program allowing inmates early
release from prison to become involved with a
community-based work or developmental program

Service-Learning

Pedagogy based on working for and with local
communities and local residents.

Transition

The period of time one spends adjusting
between institutional and community life.

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction
This literature review covers practice and theory of community service learning
and corrections education for the following reasons: First, community service learning is
the model that most closely approximates the LLH program. However, it is difficult to
categorize this program into a single field of study given its broad mission, varied
program objectives, and the unique population it served. Some may view this program as
related to vocational education, juvenile justice and corrections, delinquency prevention,
job retraining and rehabilitation, or at-risk youth advocacy and outreach. At a minimum,
it is perhaps best understood as a program that drew from the principles and practices of
community service learning and corrections education by reason of the design of the
program combined with the nature of the population it served. The LLH program was not
particularly informed of CSL at the time, and was not immediately prepared to address
the needs of the population it hoped or came to serve. Second, the model program that
will be developed is fundamentally a community service learning design, but with
emphasis on those components that may successfully reach at-risk populations. Since
literature on correctional education seems to speak to many of these needs, it was also
chosen for review. Correctional education addresses many of the same educational issues
that the Springfield participants faced.
For comparative purposes, a review of the outcomes of the Lower Liberty Heights
(LLH) program will be included. The list of relevant points and program components
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from each field, and the interview research and discussions, is used as the basis for
developing the model program design.

Community Service Learning
Community service learning is at present a very broad concept and practiced
within a multitude of educational and community settings (Eyler, & Giles Jr., 1997;
Rhoads, 1997; Waterman, 1998). It has become more popular as both a curricular and
extra-curricular activity designed to foster meaningful opportunities for learning and
personal development through experience-based activities and projects (Smilow, 1993;
Wade, 1997).
CSL finds its roots in experiential education and the work of John Dewey (1916;
1938) and others (Friere, 1974; Goodlad, 1984; Sizer, 1985; Taba, 1962; Tyler, 1949).
Dewey believed that learning involved much more than the passing of facts and
information from teacher to student. Experiential education challenges students to
discover for themselves the relationships among ideas and concepts rather than merely
receiving information about such relationships from the authorities around them (Dewey,
1916; Kinsley, 1997). Dewey viewed the community as an integral part of the
educational experience, because what is learned in the school must be taken and utilized
beyond the bounds of school. Community use of such information serves both the
advancement of the student and the betterment of society (Waterman, 1998; Dewey,
1916).
Contemporary community service learning programs today are perhaps as varied
as the number of programs in existence. Some of the generally agreed upon principles to
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CSL are described by the Alliance for Service-Learning in Education Reform (1993).
According to this definition, community service learning is,
a method by which young people learn and develop through active
participation in thoughtfully-organized service experiences: that meet
actual community needs, that are coordinated in collaboration with the
school and community, that are integrated into each young person’s
academic curriculum, that provide structured time for a young person to
think, talk and write about what he/she did and saw during the actual
service activity, that provide young people with opportunities to use newly
acquired academic skills and knowledge in real life situations in their own
communities, that enhance what is taught in the school by extending
student learning beyond the classroom, and that help foster the
development of a sense of caring for others. (ASLER, 1993, p. 1)'

This definition is similar to that of the National and Community Service Act of 1990, but
for the specification that service experiences could be integrated in the academic
curriculum or that structured time to think, talk and write about the service experience
(reflection) be included (Wade, 1997).
Rahima Wade (1997), defines six program elements that are typically found in
CSL programs. These include preparation, collaboration, service, curriculum integration,
reflection, and celebration (pp. 20-22).
Preparing CSL programs consists of staff, organizers, and sometimes the
participants determining which student needs the program will address, establishing
corresponding goals and objectives, and formulating a curriculum and program format
realistic to achieving the goals and objectives. Staff and students clarify responsibilities,
a project time frame is planned and a means for program evaluation is established at the
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preparation stage (Wade, 1997, pp. 21, 36). Participation by everyone in planning is
fundamental to the concept of CSL in that it creates a sense of connection to and
ownership of the program. This in turn is said to generate more meaningful experiences
for the students and may strengthen their commitment to follow through with the program
(Rhoads, 1997).
Collaboration involves students, staff, and community organizations working
jointly to carry out the mission of the program. The role of each contributor and how they
may fit in to the overall framework of the program, and the means of carrying out their
commitment, are also established in planning a program. Collaboration may also involve
negotiation, agreement, and a formalized commitment to the terms of service for each
participating organization (Wade, 1997, pp. 21, 62).
Service is distinguished from charity in that, “service involves working with
rather than just for others. Whether students are involved in indirect, direct, or advocacy
projects, they should be working in partnership with those who will benefit from the
project” (Wade, 1997, p. 22). From this perspective, CSL aims to provide participants
with a personally meaningful experience by making improvements to the community and
the residents’ quality of life. Similarly, Rhoads (1997) emphasizes the need for mutuality
between the service providers and community members (p. 150). Mutuality consists of
equitable decision making practices, and extended common respect and reciprocity
among the parties involved, and “stresses equal participation in identifying needs and
planning how such needs [are] met. ... emphasizes collaboration and equality between
service workers and those in need of service. When the ideal of mutuality is met,
volunteerism becomes something more than charity and hence contributes to community
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building and in the truest sense becomes community service” (p. 155). Furthermore,
“Service encounters of this variety are not only designed to enhance the living conditions
of another person, but also to build a connection between the parties involved and thus
✓

contribute to a common sense of community” (p. 163). Smilow (1993) agrees that a
focus on equitable practice in service-learning adds a valuable element to the experience.
Integrating curriculum into community service learning projects enhances
academic skills and may be a chance to reintroduce academic subjects to students who
have experienced past failure. A CSL format allows academic principles to be applied to
real-life situations (Enos, & Troppe, 1996; Kinsley, 1993, 1997; Legters, & McDill,
1994; Perrone, 1993; Rhoads, 1997; Smilow, 1993; Wade, 1997). Depending on the
activity, Wade (1997) found that principles of science, art, social studies, physical
education, and computer technology, among others, could be incorporated into a CSL
program design. Other programs necessarily involve time and money management,
mathematics, and bilingual or English literacy (Hill, & Pope, 1997; Smilow, 1993; Wade,
1997).
Reflection is commonly believed to be the main learning component of
community service learning (Jacoby, 1996; Kolb, 1984; McPherson, 1991). Reflection is
a thought exercise of thinking back upon a community service experience for the purpose
of learning. Reflection is a chance for students to more thoughtfully and thoroughly
organize and understand their learning experiences (Schenermann, 1996). Reflection
activities may take place with structured or informal journal writing, a group discussion, a
more formal reflection session (Wade, 1997, pp. 97-111), or a form of evaluativeplanning reflection (Ogden, & Claus, 1997, p. 77), among others.
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Celebration is the last component of CSL considered fundamental to the concept.
Celebrating gives students recognition for their efforts at the end of a project or program.
It also may generate new publicity, financial support for community-based projects, and
motivation to continue to serve the community (Wade, 1997, pp. 22-23).,
Success of community service learning is determined according to whether the
program’s initially planned objectives and goals have been met. This is a more structured
approach to program evaluation defined by Patton (1992), Hatry, Winnie, & Fisk (1981),
among others. Wade (1997) identifies three major areas of student development—social,
psychological, and academic—associated with community service learning (p. 28).
Outcomes commonly pursued through community service learning activities include
academic competencies, problem-solving skills, critical thinking skills, ethical
development, moral reasoning ability, social responsibility, self-esteem, assertiveness,
empathy, psychological development, civic responsibility, political efficacy, tolerance and
acceptance of diversity, specific skill acquisition relevant to the service tasks, and career
goals and knowledge (Alt, & Medrich, 1994, as cited in Wade, 1997, p. 27). However,
Wade (1997) notes that, “the term ‘service-learning’ can encompass many different types
of programs with a wide variety of purposes and outcomes ... [and] even within one of
these programs, it is likely that student participants will have very different experiences,
learn different skills, realize different understandings, and develop different attitudes
toward themselves, others, and the act of making a difference” (p. 309). Moreover,
“because service learning is experiential education usually involving people, places, and
tasks new to student participants, the full range of potential outcomes is difficult to
anticipate” (Wade, 1997, p. 309). The extent to which students benefit from CSL is
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commonly determined by the participants themselves by drawing on reflection, journal
writing, group discussions, personal narratives of the experience, or creating a list of
work that has been accomplished (Ogden, & Claus, 1997).
The seven principles found in community service learning pedagogy described
above, taken together, aim to engage students in action-oriented learning for the purpose
of academic and personal development. Waterman (1998) summarizes that:
It is a fundamental assumption underlying the practice of service-learning
that students will develop a better understanding and appreciation of
academic material if they are able to put that material into practice in ways
that make a difference in their own lives and/or the lives of other people.
By integrating academic material from the classroom with service
activities in the community, the relevance and application value of the
class content become more readily evident. ... What is experienced through
action will be remembered more vividly than what is merely read, or heard
in a teacher’s class presentation, (p. 4)

Community service learning seems naturally suited for students who have not met
success in traditional public schools. These students may lack interest in traditional
academic subjects, have a low self-image resulting from passed failure in school, or find
themselves with too many responsibilities outside of school to continue. CSL as an
action-oriented and experience-based education holds potential for at-risk persons to
develop interest and understanding of what they are learning and accomplishing. In turn,
these experiences may help them establish academic competencies, positive self-concepts
and confidence in learning, and a renewed sense of self-determination. Shared goals and
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meaningful involvement in the learning process allows participants to access and enter a
project relatively easily.
Typical models of CSL, however, may not be optimal to serve at-risk community
populations and court-involved young adults in the following ways. First, CSL programs
are usually connected to regular school or university curriculum or requirements. It is not
as common to see CSL programs existing independent of schools for persons not in
school. As previously noted, typical CSL projects are usually initiated by the public
school and connected to public school requirements (ASLER, 1993; Wade, 1997).
School-based CSL programs are typically less intensive and have different target
populations, objectives, goals, and outcomes than those for at-risk young adult
community members (Keith, 1997). Those who are enrolled in public school are
presumed to already have educational interests—interests that a CSL program may help
regenerate. The model CSL program to be developed in this research, hypothesized
previously, will be designed for young adults who are not in high school or college.
Second, the theory of CSL described previously maintains that service should take
place with andfor the community, and that community development is usually a
fundamental aim of CSL (Kinsley, 1993; 1997). For some disadvantaged populations,
however, program goals of service to the community may be secondary to goals of selfimprovement. This view is based on my observations working with similar populations
in Springfield, where it was found that students viewed self-improvement to be more
salient, rather than developing an interested in improving the community. Many of these
individuals seemed to have realized a personal need to improve their own life situation
and their participation appeared to be motivated by this single factor. Jacoby (1996)
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notes that “egoistic rewards, such as feeling a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction,
gaining skills, and affiliation with others, [are] critical to initial and continued
involvement in service” (p. 115). It is reasonable to assume that if a young person is
experiencing difficulty at home, adjusting to his or her community, or has basic survival
concerns such as food and shelter, one can not readily expect a “giving” or “helping”
attitude from them. Third, few CSL programs primarily address need-related risk factors
to serve local and community at-risk youth and young adults, such as life skills and
economic self-sufficiency. Forth, it is not common to find intensive CSL projects
occurring 40 hours a week over several months. In intensive programs, it is more likely
that significant retention problems will arise. This research examines independent full¬
time programs that are presumed to be funded through local, state or federal grant money.
The circumstances and needs of community at-risk populations suggest that the
typical CSL model can be altered to serve such needs. The following list is derived from
contemporary CSL ideas and practices that seem most relevant for at-risk populations.
These CSL attributes begin to form the basis for developing a model program:
1. Integration and application of academic principles.
2. Emphasis on goals that advance social and psychological development through active
participation in and control over service experiences.
3. Structured time for reflection, understanding, and appreciation of personal and group
accomplishments.
4. Promotion of a sense of caring for others and respect for the community.
(Wade, 1997; Rhoads, 1997; Ogden, & Claus, 1997)
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Correctional Education
Corrections education was chosen for review for two reasons. First, the target
population of corrections education is similar to at-risk populations in this study. The
educational intent is to address need-related risk factors through the development of
academic competencies and learning skills, as well as to re-socialize and reintegrate
persons back into mainstream schools and society. An understanding of correctional
education may inform practice in both school-based and community-based service
learning endeavors that hope to serve at-risk young adult populations. The second reason
for this review is that the majority of participants in the LLH program in which I worked
had prior or ongoing contact with the juvenile and criminal justice system in the district.
An effective program for this population comes with an understanding of the issues that
they face in transition between prison and society. This review adds insight into
developing a program that aims to promote healthy reintegration back into school or the
job market.
Within correctional institutions, and within liturature on corrections education,
there often exists a tension between the need to provide institutionalized persons with
rehabilitation and re-socialization on one hand, and restitution and security on the other
(Boesen, & Grupp, 1976; Rowe, & Pfannenstiel, 1991). Traditionally, correctional
educators believe rehabilitation and education to be the primary function of
imprisonment, while correctional administrators view restitution to be primary. The
pedagogical aim of corrections education programs often involves an equal focus on
academic skills and social and moral reasoning (Gemignani, 1994).

33

Gehring (1989) conceptualizes correctional education to be a “holistic” approach
to learning and development. This perspective covers six areas of pedagogy that broadly
serve the needs of institutionalized individuals, by: (1) developing cultural literacy and
critical thinking skills, in addition to basic and marketable skills, to address cognitive
deficiencies and to help students “think their way through life’s problems”; (2) fostering
social education and learning in the humanities linking human values, behavior, and
individual responsibility; (3) enhancing personal development and social responsibility,
based on tolerance and reciprocity; (4) professionalizing corrections education by
preparing teachers specifically for correctional education assignments, and providing
ongoing in-service training applicable to education in institutionalized settings; (5)
empowering learners and teachers and giving high priority to student learning, and; (6)
giving educators authority over education-related decisions, especially curricular,
budgetary, and school personnel ones (p. 166). This comprehensive yet focused approach
to student development addresses the students’ most important academic and social needs
while also considering how programmatic, administrative and organizational design may
impact learning and pedagogy.
Gemignani (1994) also defines correctional education as a comprehensive
approach to academic development with attention to program design and organization.
Based on research of Job Corps and the Job Training Partnership Act, and analysis of
Effective Schools research conducted by the U. S. Secretary of Labor’s Commission for
Achieving Necessary Skills, Gemignani believes that education in correctional
institutions should be given highest priority in the rehabilitation and reintegration process
(p. 1).
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Teacher training is key to a comprehensive education that adequately addresses
competencies in social, cognitive, and life skills development (Gemignani, 1994).
Effective teachers are committed, active, and up to date on effective instructional research
and strategies for teaching in correctional institutions, including the use of multiple
instructional strategies appropriate to each learner’s interests and needs. Cognitive
processes are modeled through externalizing thought processes, multiple approaches to
problem solving are used, and knowledge sharing happens through cooperative learning,
peer tutoring, and team problem solving activities (Gemignani, 1994, p. 3). Academic
curriculum focuses on cognitive skill development through comprehension and complex
problem solving tasks and integrates basic skills into more challenging real-life situations.
Reading, writing, and speaking are considered interrelated.
A site-based management structure allows more flexibility for administrators and
teachers to change the teaching format or practice while accepting responsibility for
outcomes (Gemignani, 1994, p. 2). A variety of assessment and evaluation tools are used
where measures of progress are based on mutually defined student goals and competency
achievements (Gemignani, 1994, p. 2).
The effectiveness and success of education within correctional facilities, and of
educational programs for released offenders (aftercare programs) have traditionally been
determined by the rate of recidivism (Altschuler, & Armstrong, 1994). Program
outcomes, such as the number of repeat offenders, level of public safety, and successful
reintegration into society still stand as important criteria for evaluating corrections
education programs. However, the methods by which these goals are achieved have
changed. It was found that successful institutional programs, “stressed independent living
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skills, education, and vocational training,” and were “more fully integrated with
community-based programs” (Altschuler, & Armstrong, 1994, p. 7). To help ensure
successful transition from secure confinement, traditional practices of surveillance and
supervision are supplemented with prompt recognition of when infractions, as well as
achievement, have taken place; prior knowledge of when certain circumstances may lead
to misconduct or problems; and immediate response with rewards or graduated sanctions
(Altschuler, & Armstrong, 1994, p. 15).
Rowe and Pfannenstiel (1991) define characteristics of successful programs based
on their research of nine institutionally based education programs. They write,
Instead of viewing the prior knowledge and experiences of
institutionalized offenders as something to be unlearned, teachers are
accelerating learning through activation of such prior knowledge. The
development of literacy and numeracy in social, functional, and workplace
contexts is a key to motivating institutionalized students. In doing so,
traditional measures of success—such as GED acquisition, gradeequivalent scores, and completion of formal education—have not been
abandoned but are not pursued to the extent that learning is separated from
the community and workplace context, (p. 2-16)

Individuals may stand less of a chance of becoming re-incarcerated if correctional
education is effective. More recently, correctional education has attempted to addresses
need-related risk factors of lack of basic academic skills, economic self-sufficiency,
psychological difficulties, substance abuse, and related areas that assist transition into the
community. Correctional education is a comprehensive approach to learning and
development that integrates academic curriculum into practical tasks and situations, and
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adjusts curriculum according to the individual. It builds responsibility and prepares
individuals for school, the job market, and a productive lifestyle. In this regard,
corrections education may have much to offer community and service-based educational
programs designed for this population.
Common forms of corrections education do not follow a CSL format, and may not
be optimal in community-based settings for the following reasons. First, corrections
education is typically considered transitional with emphasis on preparing
institutionalized individuals for community life. Transitional programs often have a
greater focus on re-socialization rather than on the attainment of learning skills and
academic competencies. CSL programs for at-risk populations may be considered
transitional to the extent that academic competencies assist individuals to pursue an
independent, productive, and legitimate place in the community. Second, corrections
education does not commonly use strategies of community service learning, such as
instilling a sense of ownership over learning projects. Decision-making equality among
staff and participants does not exist. Third, personal connections among students and
among staff, such as teamwork and mentoring, are not designed into correctional
education programs to the same degree as in CSL programs.
Correctional education is not specifically designed for community members, yet
many community member may have similar needs, and may require a similar approach to
address them. The life circumstances of community at-risk populations suggest that
corrections education has something to offer programs in community-based settings. The
following list is derived from correctional education ideas and practices that seem most
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relevant for at-risk community populations. The correctional education characteristics of
a hypothetical community-based program emphasizes:
1. Immediate response with rewards or graduated sanctions.
2. Practices of surveillance and supervision are supplemented with prompt recognition of
when infractions, as well as achievement, have taken place;
3. Prior knowledge of when certain circumstances may lead to misconduct or problems;
4. Viewing the prior knowledge and experiences of institutionalized offenders not as
something to be unlearned, but something that teachers may use to accelerate learning
through activation of such prior knowledge;
5. Formal measures of success, such as GED acquisition, grade-equivalent scores, and
level of formal education, are not pursued to the extent that learning is separated from
the community and workplace context.
(Gehring, 1989; Rowe, & Pfannenstiel, 1991; Altschuler, & Armstrong, 1994)

Outcomes of the Lower Liberty Heights Program
As a way to put the above review into context, this description of Lower Liberty
Heights (LLH) program outcomes sheds light on the potential a program may have in
identifying individual and community needs, establishing appropriate program goals and
a method to reach them, and also holds implications for how the program was modeled
and designed. First and foremost, it was found that typical or common practices of
community service learning (as used in the LLH program) does not address many of the
needs of the at-risk population it served.
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The LLH program was a twelve-week grant funded community volunteer program
for local at-risk youth and young adults. The City of Springfield funded the program
through grant money, which covered staff compensation, most of the building materials,
and part of the life skills and job training services. Other support came from the
Springfield YMC A, the local community action team, and donations of building material
and subcontracted work. This is an example of a program design that had potential in
addressing the academic and economic needs of the at-risk population it targeted, and
important to the field of urban education. The unique issues and circumstances
surrounding this program added to the program’s protracted trial-and-error period and
tested the program’s basic retention objectives. These issues hold
Table 1 lists the characteristics of the students involved with the program. The
columns titled “Starting Legal Status,” and “Ending Legal Status,” reflects each
participant’s legal requirement to attend a community program under the conditions of
pre-release or probation. As previously noted, all of the participants had past or on-going
court involvement. Students seventeen, eighteen and nineteen left the program after their
release from the Day Reporting Center requirement. Students twelve, thirteen, and
sixteen were returned to prison after violating the conditions of their pre-release
agreement not related to the program. Student fifteen was arrested and returned to prison
after leaving the program during the day.
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Table 1: Lower Liberty Heights Program Student Characteristics.
Student

Completed

Age

Background

Program

Language

Last Grade

Starting

Ending

Proficiency

Completed

Legal Status

Legal Status

1

Yes

18

Latino

English

9

DRC

DRC *

2

Yes

19

Latino

Bilingual

9

DRC

DRC *

3

Yes

20

Black

English

10

DRC

DRC t

4

Yes

21

Latino

Bilingual

10

Pre-release

DRC f

5

Yes

21

Latino

Bilingual

11

Volunteer

Volunteer *

6

Yes

21

Latino

LEP

10

DRC

DRC *

7

Yes

26

Latino

LEP

8

DRC

DRC

8

Yes

26

Latino

Bilingual

11

DRC 7/17/97

Volunteer

9

No

14

Latino

Bilingual

7

Volunteer

Volunteer

10

No

18

Latino

Bilingual

11

Volunteer

Volunteer

11

No

19

Latino

Bilingual

10

Volunteer

Volunteer

12

No

19

Latino

LEP

10

Pre-release

RI

13

No

19

Latino

LEP

9

Pre-release

RI

14

No

19

White

English

11

DRC

N/A

15

No

23

Black

English

9

DRC

RI

16

No

25

Latino

LEP

GED

Pre-release

RI

17

No

26

Latino

LEP

9

DRC 5/12/97

Probation

18

No

26

Latino

LEP

11

DRC 5/23/97

Probation

19

No

29

Latino

LEP

10

DRC 6/24/97

N/A

DRC
GED
LEP
RI
*
f
N/A

-Day Reporting Center (dates indicate end of DRC requirements)
-General Equivalency Diploma
-Limited English Proficient
-Re-incarcerated (sent back to prison)
-Employment secured at the end of the program
-Found employment within three weeks after program
-Information not available

It was not well understood at the beginning of how to arrange learning activities to
best promote and optimize the educational function of the program and fully use all the
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available resources. The organization of the program (Chart 2, p. 42) was settled upon
through trial-and-error that took approximately two months to resolve. While it would
seem that all new programs may experience a significant adjustment period, for this
program it proved to be a critical time for achieving basic retention goals. Consequently,
these inefficiencies put into question the total viability of the program for many who were
involved. The program’s adjustment period was viewed by some participants, and
correctly so, as resulting from lack of planning and leadership.
The format of how services were used and coordinated influenced the
participants’ image of the program and the degree to which they benefited from the
experience. Some service providers seemed uncommitted to the program and lacked
understanding of the population it hoped to serve. Perhaps this was a result of the
unexpected number of court-involved and pre-release individuals participating from the
Sheriffs department. The steering committee, established by the Lower Liberty Heights
community action team, was the main administrative and governing body for the
program. Their limited contact with the participants and staff, however, meant that they
were not informed of how the program could be adjusted or modified to better serve the
participants.
The various components became more routine only in the final three to four weeks
of the total three-month program. The approximate final schedule was as follows:
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Chart 2: Final Daily Schedule.
~7:00a - 9:00a

Recreation (last 2 !4 weeks of the program)
- Optional activity
- Four to five participants

9:00a - 10:30a

Building Construction
- Check-in and attendance
- Written exercise (first 30-40 min., usually mathematics
oriented), and
- Group instruction or modeling a trade skill (15-25 min.)

10:30a- 10:45a

Break

10:45a- 12:00p

Building Construction
- Periodic (1-3) group instruction or lesson in a specific trade
skill (15-25 min.)

12:00p - 12:30p

Lunch

12:30p - l:45p

Building Construction
- Periodic group instruction (15-25 min.)

l:45p - 2:00p

Break

2:00p - 3:00p

Building Construction
- Periodic group instruction (15-25 min.)
- Journal writing (last 10 min.)

3:00p - 4:00p

Supplemental Education and Guidance
- Group discussions on problem solving and conflict analysis
- Life skills (Monday/Wednesday)
- Job training (Tuesday/Thursday)

As seen by comparing Chart 1 (p. 16), and Chart 2 (p. 42), the final daily schedule
reflects almost the reverse of what had been planned at the start (i.e., the construction
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blocks of time were held in the morning and the life skills and job readiness segments
were held in the afternoon). Schedule changes were made because time was required in
the morning to contact participants; limited availability of life-skills service providers;
and fewer participants than expected, among other issues.
Although the LLH program was constrained by limited funding, which came to
mean shorter work days and a shorter overall length, the various activities and their
scheduling could have been brought into more focused alignment. Instead of attempting
many activities each day, such as academics, life skills, construction, and job maintenance
skills, we could have devoted a full day of the week to each area. This arrangement
wouldn’t have cost additional money and the students may have been able to concentrate
more in-depth on specific areas.
The implications of the LLH program suggest that if the program organizers
anticipated the large share of court-involved participants and made the appropriate
changes to the design and how it was administered, the program could have retained a
greater number of participants. Serving this population changed the context of the LLH
program by adding a significant supervision and disciplinary component .to what was
intended to be a volunteer-learning oriented program. Had more information been
available to develop a CSL model to serve at-risk and former offender participants, or of
a model that deliberately combined CSL with correctional education, a greater number of
the participants would have been retained. The lessons learned in this program gives rise
to the following list of points to be considered in an effective and appropriate program:
1. Adequate time to plan and organize ways of enhancing participants’ ability to
understand and connect to how the program may benefit them.
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2. Limited goals that are matched with and address more critical life or educational
needs.
3. Staff that promotes a sense of teamwork and who recognize the benefits of personal
and professional connections among students and staff.
4. Initial development and clarification of rules on safety and behavior to avoid later
excessive enforcement of the rules.

44

CHAPTER III
DESIGN AND PROCEDURE

Introduction
My interest in researching community-based educational programs for urban
young adult populations began with my experience as educator in the Lower Liberty
Heights work-based learning program. This region of Springfield had an unquestionable
need for this program given the number of idle young adults not in school and who lacked
academic competencies or other means to survive, and the number of disconnected young
adults who had prior or on-going contact with the criminal/juvenile justice system. This
particular program, however, lacked design and organization to adequately address the
needs of this specific population. One of the program’s outcomes was that most of the
participants were unable to sustain their involvement to complete the program. As an
attempt to understand how this program could have been more successful, this
dissertation draws upon the experience in Springfield, the literature review and the
research findings to formulate a model program design that stands a better chance of
retaining all or most program participants. This inquiry assumes that retention in among
the more immediate and challenging program objectives if in fact an appropriate match is
made between the participants and the program. Specifically, this model program
informs theory and practice of how to promote retention of at-risk community participants
through: (a) Understanding of programmatic approaches to generating interests and
motivation; (b) effective teaching strategies for academic and trades skills development
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towards economic self-reliance, and; (c) understanding and matching participant needs
with program goals and objectives.
The model program design is the product of this research. It combines
educational theory of both community service learning and corrections education. The
list of significant points on theory and practice of each field of research will comprise part
of this model, while specific program strategies from the interview research will comprise
the other part. The interview research of program strategies relates to such issues as daily
scheduling, program duration, payment, staff qualifications, type of activity, context of
program, and others that may add to the participants’ ability and willingness to continue
with such a program. By way of comparison, some of the lessons learned in Springfield
will also be highlighted.
This qualitative study seeks to understand and connect what are very distinct and
unique ideas found in literature, and in the inquiry of existing programs, for the purpose
of developing a model program that effectively retains all or most of its participants. The
research focused on community-based programs that in some way resembled or followed
principles of community service learning described previously. This research is also
focused on programs that seek to educate disadvantaged or at-risk participants between
the approximate ages of seventeen and twenty-three. This inquiry reveals that retention
depends on a number of varied and distinct relationships between teachers and students,
program activities and the interests of the participants, participants’ perceived needs and
their practical ability to persist, and the total fit between program design and the
population it serves.
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Design of the Study
An ethnographic framework was chosen for this research because of a need for a
comprehensive and a multi-faceted approach to the question of retention. As previously
mentioned, it was expected that participant retention more than likely depended on varied
and numerous programmatic, personnel, and participant characteristics. A constrained or
rigid research design, or an inflexible data collection process, may have precluded
significant social, human, or contextual factors that influence retention. According to
Keith (1997) for example, the success of CSL within urban districts often depends on
successful organization and creation of environments that provide alternatives to
affiliation with undesirable groups with their destructive norms [such as gangs], while
replicating aspects that make such groups attractive and successful (p. 142). Such social
characteristics of successful programs impact participant retention, and are appropriately
investigated by a comprehensive ethnographic approach. Serow (1997) further notes that
a holistic approach is appropriate for examining not only the service-related activity, but
also the broader particulars of human life (p. 14).
The research takes place in an ethnographic research framework described by
Michael Knapp (1979). According to Knapp (1979), this involves: (a) an initially
exploratory and open-ended approach to the research problem; (b) intensive involvement
of the researcher in the social setting being studied, as observer and in varying degrees as
a participant; (c) the use of multiple intensive research techniques, with emphasis on
participant observation and key informant interviewing; (d) an explicit attempt to
understand events in terms of meanings held by those in the social setting; (e) an
interpretive framework which emphasizes the important role of context in determining
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behavior and the “holistic” or “ecological” interrelationship of behavior and events within
a functional system; (f) a research product in written form—an “ethnography”—which
interprets events along lines suggested above, (p. 119)

Research Questions
1. What educational programs exist, and what are the major design components (e.g.,
organizational structure; mission and purpose; service activity; setting; etc.), of
community and service-based educational programs designed for young adult at-risk
community members?
2. Which program components are perceived to contribute to the students’ persistence in
completing the programs?
3. What is the perceived relationship between program design and student retention?
4. How can a program be modeled to effectively combine principles of community and
service-based education and corrections education to target and retain at-risk young
adults?

Instrument and Procedure
Questions 1 and 2, and to some extent question 3, are answered through field
research on past, present, and prospective programs consistent with Serow’s (1997)
research process. This includes qualitative and some quantitative research instruments,
such as: (a) interviews with program organizers, administrators, and on-site staff; (b)
observation of past, present, and prospective program participants; (c) participation-
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observation of operating programs; and (d) document analysis of program attendance
records, progress reports, mission and policy statements, and program schedules.
Questions 3 and 4 are answered by the researcher through inductive data analysis
that accommodates evolving categories and themes drawn from the interviews,
participation-observation, and obtained documents (Bogdan, & Biklen, 1994). Data
analysis and triangulation across data sources will make evident reoccurring patterns that
point to a relationship between program design (e.g., organization, scheduling, incentives,
characteristics and qualifications of staff and organizers, service activity, mission and
goals, target population, etc.) and factors that impact retention (e.g., attitudes affecting
attendance, real and perceived fit between participant needs and program goals, social
context, accommodation of special needs, etc.).
Developing the model program is based on a form of prospective evaluation
methodology used by the United States General Accounting Office. Prospective
evaluation is conducted to project outcomes and draw conclusions on future program
viability based on research of like programs, and is also used within the policy
development process (U.S. General Accounting Office, PEMD-10.1.10, 1990, p. 1).
Prospective evaluation, and developing the model program, involves: (1) A careful,
skilled textual analysis of a proposed program, designed to clarify the implied goals of
that program and what is assumed to get results; (2) a review and synthesis of evaluation
studies from similar programs; and (3) summary judgments of likely success, given a
future context that is not too different from the past (U.S. General Accounting Office,
PEMD-10.1.10, 1990, pp. 5-10). In doing so, a “conceptual and operational model” is
devised indicating how the future program might look; shows how to accomplish the
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goals of the program; and asks who is to be served, by whom, and under what financial
and operational arrangements or constraints. Testing key assumptions against existing
evidence involves collecting and comparing evidence from prior research and
determining the likelihood of new program success according to conceptual and
operational assumptions. Graphics and tables are also used to illustrate how a program
may work (U.S. General Accounting Office, PEMD-10.1.10, 1990, pp. 5-10).
Approximately thirty programs were initially identified for this research. These
programs incorporated principles of community service learning and project-based
leaning. Of these thirty, thirteen were found to more closely match the characteristic of
the Springfield program (i.e., they served similar populations, were independent of public
school, sought to teach academic, trades skills, and enhance a sense of self-confidence
and self-reliance.). Since it is a goal of this research to determine how the Springfield
program could have been more successful, these thirteen programs were chosen for indepth review and analysis.
Interviews were conducted in confidence by telephone with the top persons in the
programs, including program directors, founders, and lead organizers. One co-interview
was conducted over a speakerphone with a pre-release program director and a lead parole
officer for the institution. Interviews were tape-recorded with the expressed consent of
the interview subjects, and in accordance with laws and University of Massachusetts
regulations concerning confidentiality, safety of the human subjects, and all other ethical
considerations.
Two programs investigated in this research may be considered “pre-release.”
These were conducted under a arrangement whereby participants were transported
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Two programs investigated in this research may be considered “pre-release.”
These were conducted under a arrangement whereby participants were transported
between the institution and the program. One pre-release program transported
participants on a daily bases, whereas the other kept participants at the job site for a
number of weeks and sometimes up to a month. The third program investigated was
designed for young adults on parole. The intent of this program was to teach basic
academic and trades skills to individuals who were required to perform community
service. The organizer of this program believed that much more value comes out of a
program that teaches practical skills, such as academics and trades, compared to other
community service involving trash pick-up and grounds-keeping.
The remaining ten programs were designed expressly for community individuals
and did not have any legal or judicial characteristics, as in the first three programs. The
majority of these programs taught trades skills along with basic and remedial academic
subjects. The mission of one program was to teach and develop business and
entrepreneurial skills.
The locations of the thirteen programs ranged from the Northeast to the Southeast
United States, with most located in the Northeast. In addition, the majority of the
programs were located in urban areas. Two programs occurred in semi-rural settings.

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Introduction
Conducting this research on community and service-based programs for at-risk
youth and young adults, and developing the model program, stems from my experience in
the work-based learning program in Springfield, Massachusetts. As previously stated,
this program was based on a sound concept of community service learning, yet the
program design was not structured in such a way to effectively address the educational
needs of the at-risk participants; optimize all the resources available to the program; and
retain all or most of its participants. There is still a need for this type of program in
Springfield and in other distressed urban regions of the United States. Therefore, the
purposes of this study are to:
1. Identify and document the major design components of existing programs in
community and service-based education for at-risk community members and courtinvolved young adults.
2. Identify significant program components that contribute to the students’ persistence in
the programs.
3. Understand the relationship between program design and student retention.
4. Develop a model program that effectively combines the principles of community and
service-based education and corrections education to optimize retention.
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Restatement of Problem
There is a need for relevant and effective community and service-based
educational programs for urban young adults who have dropped out of high school; and
those who risk dropping out. Those who have committed a legal offense, or who are
otherwise without career and learning opportunities to become economically selfsufficient, are also in need of education and attention (Keith, 1997). Some programs in
community and serviced-based education designed for this population, such as the LLH
program, have not been effective at retaining participants nor achieving other key
educational objectives. A program that combines principles of both community service
learning and corrections education may better address the educational and economic
needs of at-risk populations. To date, this sort of hybrid program is not readily seen in
practice. Therefore, it is also the aim of this research project to develop this type of
model program.
Program development is important for this population because in the aggregate,
positive and beneficial educational outcomes for urban schools lag behind non-urban
districts (Katz, 1987). Some urban students leave school undereducated, uninspired,
unprepared, or unable to pursue and attain a productive place in contemporary society.
Statistics on the 1998 Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) show
that Springfield tenth grades students failed English language arts, mathematics, and
science and technology, at almost twice the rate of the state average. Holyoke,
Massachusetts, the neighboring town, placed last overall in Massachusetts on the MCAS
(Massachusetts Department of Education, 1998). Furthermore, Massachusetts has seen a
forty-three percent increase crime in between 1991 and 1995 in all areas (drug, person,
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motor vehicle, sex, and property offenses) except OUI (operating under the influence),
which decreased 15 percent. Persons between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four
committed twenty eight percent of offenses between 1991 and 1995. The recidivism rate
for sixteen to twenty three year olds was twenty-nine percent on average during this
period (Massachusetts Department of Correction, 1997).
Corrections education, and in some instances community service learning
education, have shown their value in addressing the educational and occupational needs
of disconnected urban students who are perhaps on the margins of dropping out of high
school and those who have already dropped out (Gonzalez, Wagner, & Brunton, 1993).
This dissertation seeks to learn from successful programs of how best to address their
needs through community service learning and juvenile correctional education. The
purpose is to identify the most significant program components that achieve retention
objectives.
This research assumes that persistence is the most important immediate objective
a program can accomplish. This qualitative study seeks to understand and connect
distinct and unique program elements to develop a model program that best serves the
purpose of retention. The research design incorporates an ethnographic approach as
defined by Michael Knapp (1979, p. 119). This is an exploratory and open-ended
approach to the research problem with involvement of the researcher in the social setting
being studied as observer and participant. Multiple research techniques (observation,
interviews, document analysis, experience) attempt to understand events in terms of
meanings and interrelationships of behavior and events within a functional system
(Knapp, 1979).
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A prospective evaluation framework is used to develop the model program. The
model represents a proposed program that clarifies implied goals and what is assumed to
get results; a review and synthesis of evaluation studies from similar programs, and;
summary judgments of its likely success, given a future context that is not too different
from the past (U.S. General Accounting Office, PEMD-10.1.10, 1990, pp. 5-10).
According to prospective evaluation, a conceptual and operational model is devised using
graphics to indicate how the program might look, shows how the goals of the program
will be accomplished, and asks who is to be served, by whom, and under what financial
and operational arrangements or constraints (U.S. General Accounting Office, PEMD10.1.10, 1990, pp. 5-10).

Findings
The findings of this research represents what the interviewees perceived to be the
most significant aspects of their programs concerning retention and education; an
examination of program documents, such as mission statements; and a comparison with
the Springfield experience. These results will be discussed in terms of two themes that
emerged from this inquiry, which are program design strategies related to program
organization, and design strategies related to student incentive and motivation. This data,
along with the literature review builds the framework for the following discussion on
developing a model work-based program design for at-risk youth populations.
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Interview Data
The programs examined in this research were not identical in that some stressed
trades skills over academics, personal responsibility over skills development, and
attentiveness over performance on-task. For example, an academic program that awarded
high school diplomas after a year also had a significant but secondary construction skills
component. In another case, an inmate pre-release program, the primary mission was to
install electric communications wiring in all of that state’s public schools. Matters of
personal responsibility and attentiveness were not programmatically accommodated (i.e.,
under-performing individuals were returned to prison). The programs in this research are
informed by past experience to the extent that there is a reasonable chance of achieving
the program mission while retaining, teaching, and graduating the majority of participants
accepted into them. In most cases a balance was reached between the students’ perceived
needs and desires on one hand, and what was programmatically possible and affordable
on the other. Also in this sense, there tended to be a balanced approach to generating the
best effort from students, while keeping programmatic expectations realistic and
attainable.
Design characteristics related to student retention were of particular concern
throughout this inquiry. As previously mentioned, two prominent program design
characteristics emerged from this research. Both incorporate multiple strategies to
achieve student retention objectives. These are, (a) Organizational and administrative
program design strategies, and, (b) Student and incentive-based program design
strategies. These categories are not mutually exclusive in every instance. They represent
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an approximate grouping of similar program design elements found in the programs that
were investigated.

Organizational and administrative program design strategies.
Organization and administration refers to the design structure of the program and
how services are delivered. This part of the research sought to understand how design
elements, such as scheduling, staff qualifications, rules and procedures, and related
program aspects impact student retention. Five types of organizational approaches were
found that were considered by the interviewee, or by this researcher, to be most
significant in retaining all or a large majority of participants through to the program’s
completion: Intake processes, scheduling, lateral transfer options, rules structure, and
program duration.
At the intake stage, the majority of programs investigated incorporated some form
of interview, entrance exam, questionnaire, or performance test. The intake processes
functioned as a selection and sometimes a screening procedure used to both insure that
those accepted would hold a fair chance at succeeding, and to assist in making a fair and
accurate match between the needs of the prospective participants and the program
services offered. These procedures varied in their relation and significance to their
respective programs. For example, some intake procedures were highly involved. They
sought to determine level of motivation, interest, and commitment; academic proficiency;
personal views of the candidate’s life situation and how and why the individual is ready
to make a change; personal needs and how the program can address them; what they do in
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their spare time, and so forth. Other programs’ intake procedures consisted only of
collecting some background information about the candidate.
The programs that were successful at retaining the great majority of participants
used more in-depth procedures to select their participants. One program that claimed a
sixty-five to seventy percent graduation rate used a series of methods to select
participants. This process began with a team interview of the candidate. The candidate
was scored on a rubric that sought to determine level of motivation, readiness, and
interest in becoming involved. Approximately seventy-five percent of those interviewed
were accepted into a two-week orientation. The orientation consisted of a combination of
team-building activities, boot camp, and true orientation to the program. It is a very
rigorous two weeks and approximately twenty-five percent dropped out during this self¬
screening period. Those who complete the orientation earn a certificate of completion.
After the orientation, approximately 175 individuals are enrolled into a one-year regular
program, at three sites across the state, to learn construction and academics. Of these
students, only about ten to fifteen will leave the program or not graduate for various
reasons. This program’s approach to the intake process is to find those students who are
ready to make a change in their lives and who are receptive to learning. The program
director stated,
Those that show leadership and good attendance during [the orientation]
do persist, unless a life event happens, which is more common with this
population. ...[However], some shouldn’t make it through the interview
process. We battle with how many resources to expend on an individual
student at the expense of lots of students. How much time do we spend
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intervening and supporting until we say this is not the right time and place
for the student?
The intake process was found to be valuable to forecast likely success of students in areas
related to academics, behavior, and commitment and motivation. A determination is
made as to whether the program has something to offer the student, or if they would be
better served in another program. As stated by another program director,
The interview is pretty much in-depth. We look at the need factor and try
to evaluate what their needs are based on the questions they are answering.
“Do they really want the program or just [want to] hang out?” We accept
people according to their answers but a lot depends on the academic test.
We try to look at it from all angles, “what do you mean by ‘need’?” In
addition to academics and skills, “need” is the need to be in the loop
again. They have been hanging out for a few years and they probably ran

into this brick wall, probably dropped out of school. I always say to them
that we are not the only program.

At the other extreme, one program’s intake procedure consisted only of filling out
a single informational form. Candidates had to meet some basic criteria, including the
age requirement (sixteen to nineteen years old), identified by the district’s school
department as being at-risk of dropping out of high school, or already dropped out of high
school. The approach to this program’s intake process was that if it were too rigid, it
would only defeat the purpose of the program. With this program and all programs
investigated, the aim was to assist youth to develop interest and motivation to make a
positive and productive change in their lives toward self-sufficiency. The director
believed that this main objective would be defeated if they chose participants who already
had these qualities. Those who joined the program had in the past spent between three
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months and two years in prison. This program viewed retention to be important for the
program’s success, but it seemed equally important to provide youth with a new
opportunity to become involved in education in the face of past failure and
disappointment with learning programs or school. “You never know at intake why a kid
will stay in” one program organizer stated. Although intake procedures did not always
clarity or ensure student persistence, it was a way to avoid predetermining failure for the
program and for the participants, as well as serve other predictive functions.
Program scheduling seemed to be the next most significant design strategy of
program organization and administration that had an impact on retention. The programs
investigated had substantial experience as to the optimal scheduling arrangement to
achieve their goals. These goals, for example, were to generate the best efforts from the
students while keeping programmatic objectives attainable, allow for transportation to
and from the program, and accommodate other individual circumstances. Programs that
accomplished such goals tended to be flexible with scheduling, depending on the
objectives they were trying to achieve.
One program that taught entrepreneurial and business skills to at-risk youth had
initially begun its program with a fifty-hour training/academic segment. After the
program’s initial adjustment period, it was determined that in order to keep the
participants engaged in this classroom-based work, they would have to overlap the fifty
hour training with the actual work in the field, in this case it was selling items from a
sidewalk cart. A balance was achieved in this program that allowed flexibility given the
nature of sales and business, and planning to enable the participants to be clear about
what was to take place on a day to day basis.
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Another program scheduled a morning check-in session for reflection on the
previous day and planning for the day ahead. This segment was later canceled because it
was found that certain participants would speak regularly while others would not. The
organizers felt it important not to solidify these modes of behaviors among the group, and
the segment was discontinued. In a pre-release program, the organizers scheduled long
hours for the participants (ten hours a day for six days a week) to keep them occupied and
out of trouble. In this case, the organizers learned that more problem incidents occurred
during idle time. The long hours in this program also served a transitional and adjustment
function between incarceration and community life.
Other programs adjusted their schedules according to bus schedules, child care
services, new academic requirements such as the MCAS in Massachusetts, increased need
for case work, and so forth. Based on the different circumstances of the participants, one
program scheduled several orientations. This particular program served three hundred
students in North-Eastern United States.
Some innovative strategies that related to student retention were used by
programs. For example, one program used a lateral transfer option for under-performing
or recalcitrant participants. This involved transferring the individual out.of the main
program into an alternative site until such time they are determined to be ready to return.
While only a few programs investigated used such an adjustment strategy, those students
in question would have otherwise been asked to leave the program. One program director
stated that, “we are committed to not put the kids back out on the street.” This particular
program was designed for persons who had not met success in the regular public school
system. The program was considered their last opportunity to become engaged in
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learning and educational self-improvement. The average age of individuals in this
program was 15.5. Another program arranged a lateral transfer option at an alternative
site called a resource room. Originally, students were placed here permanently as a result
of inappropriate behavior. Presently, there is a one-month contract with the expectation
that they will succeed in the resource room before returning to the regular program. In all
cases, program staff exercised careful discretion when using this transfer option.
The rules structure of the programs investigated had a relationship to retention.
Prior to the start of the program(s), all rules and regulations were clarified to the
participants. In this way, there was not any misunderstanding as to the responsibilities
and performance expectations of the participants.
Flexibility was key in enforcing rules, and was accomplished on an individual
case by case basis. Rules were applied according to the circumstances of that particular
participant, and in this sense, it may be concluded that staff was able to use their own
discretion to reach a balance between high performance expectations while upholding the
formal program format and integrity. For example, absenteeism in one program was
handled differently for different students, and different options were available for the
staff. Many absences would not necessarily mean that the participant would be taken off
the job site. He or she may be required to spend more time on particular tasks or
academic work, or may lose their stipend for a day, among other sanctions. If a student
failed a drug test, but was performing well at work and at school, the idea was not to take
them away from their team. This flexibility with program rules was characterized by one
program director,

.. it is not three strikes and you’re out... [or] you blew it,” but rather,

“what more does the person need?”
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Decisions about how and whether to enforce formalized rules comes with an
understanding of each individual circumstance. Flexibility allowed staff to exercise a
sensitivity to different circumstances of the participants, while balancing this with the
formal program objectives and requirements. An inflexible rules structure, for example,
may overlook some of the human aspects of the participants’ relationship to the program
and may stifle their willingness and/or ability to persist in the program.
The duration of the program was found to be another significant program
characteristic that relates to student retention. One program director determined that one
year was insufficient to instill values of responsibility and develop academic
competencies to the point where they really earn the high school diploma awarded to all
that complete the program. He stated,
Students need much more than one year. We need to be looking over a
longer period of time at the kinds of opportunities and activities that young
adults can stay engaged in until they get past that period of uncertainty and
experimentation—this is different for different students. If you can keep
them out of trouble and supported and on a path where they can say T’m
really ready now’ then you’re okay. Hopefully, we have enough program
options to do that.

Another program organizer stated, “Few have been in school over ninety days. If the kids
are here for a month, we don’t have any problem with them.... A month and we have a
hook in them.” Also, participants’ willingness and ability to stay in a program often
depended on the nature of the work and the type of degree or certificate they would
receive at the end. In other cases, participants seemed to need the added incentive of
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payment for their continued involvement. Some participants seemed willing to continue
on with the program indefinitely if they were getting paid.
The work-based learning program Springfield program is valuable as a
comparison. There was a relative shortage of participants for this program, which was
the reason it eventually became available to high school students and referrals from the
Sheriffs department. There was not an intake procedure in place to elicit information
regarding the needs of the participants, their interest in building construction, academic
interests or abilities, or fit between participants and the program. Some of the
participants seemed to choose the program as their best option among limited
alternatives. For those who were required to join a community program under the
conditions of pre-release or probation, decisions to become involved seemed motivated
by a desire to avoid other less attractive community program options. An intake
procedure may have assisted in clarifying the participants actual needs, their desire and
motivation to learn, and perhaps their likely success. Furthermore, an intake procedure
could have assisted organizers to devise program goals that serve issues of motivation
and desire to learn.
Although the programs researched in this study seemed to benefit from a flexible
approach to daily scheduling particularly after their first inception, in Springfield it
seemed that scheduling flexibility had a generally negative impact on the program.
Scheduling changes were made without full understanding of the impact these changes
would later have on the students’ and their perception of the program. Participants
perceived these changes as resulting from poor planning on the part of the organizers, and
the frequent changes led to confusion about what was going to take place on a given day.
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This was also the case regarding the rules of the program. As the program unfolded over
the weeks, many of the rules were modified, added, or replaced. It was necessary to
adjust the rules structure throughout the program as circumstances warranted, yet the
reality of changing rules meant that the program was perceived to have limited order and
structure. Also, participants at times did not have a clear idea of what behaviors were and
were not permissible, which lead to confusion.
A lateral transfer option, as previously described, may have also assisted in
achieving retention goals for the LLH program. In cases where misbehavior or lack of
motivation led to dismissal, a transfer option could have afforded some participants a
second chance to succeed.
With regard to program duration, in retrospect it seems unlikely that the three
month Springfield program was adequate time to achieve all the goals it set out to
achieve. Although this was a rather intensive program, the research suggests that more
time is required to have a meaningful impact upon learning skills and academic
achievement, and personal development concerning self-esteem, respect for community,
and self-reliance.
In conclusion, the design strategies related to program organization and
administration takes into account both the participants’ ability to follow the program
format, and the organizational goals of education, training, and retention. Experienced
programs achieve this balance through an understanding of what their participants are
capable of and their potential. The most significant program characteristics that relate to
retention were found to be the intake procedure that sought to determine student needs
and abilities, desire to learn and become involved, and fit between needs and program
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attributes; scheduling flexibility that accommodates individual circumstances yet not
flexible to the degree that the program looses integrity; lateral transfer options that
provide a respite or a time-out of the regular program resulting from inappropriate
behavior; and a program duration that balances the attainment of program goals and
performance expectations of the participants.
Interestingly, there were some notable regional differences between the programs.
For example, the status of construction workers in Boston, Massachusetts was held in
much higher regard than in Springfield, Massachusetts. Participants considered jobs in
construction as highly sought after and a lucrative way to make a living. Consequently,
Boston participants found construction work more worthwhile and were able to handle a
more demanding program requirements. In a Springfield program, participants found the
value of business and entrepreneurial skills enough to cope with an irregular daily and
weekly schedule, whereas the irregular schedule in a program in Philadelphia proved too
inconsistent to hold the interest of the participants.

Student and incentive-based program design strategies.
The student and incentive-based design strategies that relate to retention refers to
those program characteristics that appeal to the participants on a personal level, such as
the presence of a caring adult figure, emotional encouragement and support, personal
rewards and gratification, and possibly the overall social climate and conditions of the
work environment. These factors may compel students to return each day by helping
generate motivation, commitment, interest, and the will to succeed. Most of the programs
investigated deliberately aimed to generate these types of personal incentives and
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rewards. Four such program strategies emerged from the research: Teamwork, staff
relationships, stipend, and multiple rewards and incentives.
The most significant student-centered program design strategy that was found to
relate to student retention was the presence of a sense of teamwork among the
participants. Some programs recognized the value of teamwork and employed strategies
to promote and enhance this sense of connectedness among the participants. This
cooperative and united group effort enhanced productively and added to the sense of
accomplishment and purpose when team goals were achieved.
One team strategy involved grouping the more able members with less able
members for the purpose of teaching and supporting of academic and trades skills. The
more experienced participants were grouped with less experienced also as a way to create
less of a competitive working environment. One program manager found that if there
were too many members experienced in a particular area on a work crew, sometimes
conflict or too much competition would occur over the hierarchy and leadership within
the team. Teams were also formed according to the task at hand, in that some teams
considered themselves “specialists” in a particular aspect of the work. Other teams and
adjustments to teams were made based on gang affiliation, gender, compatibility, and
nature of legal offense.
The program that held the rigorous two-week orientation highly emphasized
teamwork during this period. The director stated, “those few who don’t go through
orientation have a tough time adjusting ... the sense of ‘team’ is formed during that
period—everyone’s been through that experience.” This period also gave staff an idea of
which individuals might work well together. Working cooperatively in teams, as another
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organizer attests, makes a big difference in fostering caring attitudes, gratification, and
equality among the members. This grouping and regrouping of teams was described as “a
constant flow” by this organizer.
A significant aspect of teamwork was found to be peer mentoring strategies and to
some extent self-governance. In one program, if a team member was not performing or
behaving up to expectations, the other team members would confront him about it. This
peer intervention was found to take some of the pressure off staff to be the authority
figure for every individual. This particular intervention was known as a “love pull-up.”
The program director stated, “if someone was not doing what they were supposed to, it is
a nice way to give constructive criticism.” Incidentally, this intervention takes place
between staff as well as between participants. Another program director expressed her
approach to self-governance and peer monitoring as follows,
The projects are designed well and the right people are a part of them, and
particularly if the young people design the projects themselves, telling
them ‘this is what you should do for your community and this is how you
should do it,’ takes away all of their investment in it. It becomes a chore.

This same organizer, speaking about the “buddy system” in her program, stated,
Not only would I call [when someone was absent], but the set-up with the
buddy would call. ... I’ve found that young people are stricter than
program people are. It’s a personal touch and staying on top of things and
knowing what’s going on all the time, and having them feel that somebody
cares whether they are there or not. Doesn’t always work, but more often
than not.
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Teamwork spirit and strategies of working together ran throughout the programs
considered in this research. Teamwork organized by working group formats took many
forms, including peer review groups; sub-groups within larger teams; teams with
diversified or specialized skills; or based on simple compatibility. The element of selfgovernance among teams also added a sense of ownership and responsibility over the
progress being made. This also enabled the staff to step back from the role of authority
figure into one more akin to a coach or facilitator. Speaking of team spirit, one organizer
stated, “Programs that have it work, those that don’t, don’t. Strong [authoritarian] staff
have weaker programs—relationship programs work.” He explained that teamwork is
also a big issue because many at-risk populations have been isolated from each other and
from mainstream institutions, perhaps for many years. These programs give them an
opportunity to have positive and consistent contact with each other and adult role models.
On a related subject, another organizer stated, “Group participation is what is rewarded—
there is much more connectedness [here] than in public school settings—which are
entirely individual focused ... we have support groups, students feel comfortable here,
it’s kind of a safe haven.” Without question, teamwork and team spirit were a significant
force in keeping participants engaged and involved with the programs.
It was found that the staff played an important role in generating the participants’
will and motivation to persist with the programs. Some organizers believe these
relationships were the most significant element that enabled programs to work. Teaching
and working with at-risk populations held many challenges for staff and burnout was a
significant issue. Staff who are successful tended to have a deep commitment to working
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with disadvantaged youth, had some knowledge about the issues they may face, were
enthusiastic, and were able to relate to the participants on a personal level.
In programs that had a significant student governance component, staff were not
required to regularly intervene for disciplinary or behavioral matters. It was found that
staff balanced their role as friend and confidant on one hand, and role model and mentor
on the other. One organizer believed it was the work of staff to, “get the kids to buy into
shared values, not impose on them ... this carries you a long way.” This approach was
characterized by another program director, who stated, “we try to get them [participants]
to not be afraid of the person they were before they came into the program. We don’t
want to hold them down or ‘down them’ because they might be court-involved or didn’t
finish high school.”
In addition to style of management, staff was found to be able to relate and
connect with the participants on a personal level. Participants understood that staff cared
about their welfare and wanted to see them succeed. As described by one organizer,
Some students look for a caring adult—they haven’t had that. We attempt
to find sort of a natural mentor or advocate, so even though a case manager
may have someone on his or her case, it may be a teacher that has a better
relationship—we try to promote that. That keeps some students connected
to the program.
Another stated,
Kids stay in the program because of a kinship with the educational
counselors. They know they are getting the attention they need.
Counselors turn them on to what’s going on in the community. When we
ask “what has stopped you from completing goals in the past?”, many say
their friends. This program keeps them away from [those] friends.
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The organizer of another program stated, “the reason kids stay in is the connectedness and
the personal relationships they build with the staff and students. That’s everything—the
whole ball game. It’s important to get the right staff from the start.” She also stated, “we
like to keep the program small so we can have a finger on each kid and know what’s
going on.” Another stated, “Judges say either school or jail. For others, it’s the first time
they have been in a program where people give a shit about them—they see this.”
One program enlisted the participation of regular public school teachers to assist
in the academic portion of the program. Teachers were able to build and'strengthen their
relationships with the students who were at-risk of dropping out of school. The teachers
also developed academic curriculum from the program activities and projects to be use
during the regular school year.
Some staff were regular tradespersons with no particular training in education.
These staff consisted of electricians, contractors, carpenters, painters and plumbers.
Students were exposed to this wider array of occupations on construction sites, and were
subsequently able to develop understanding and interest in the particulars of different
trades. Participants developed professional relationships with the tradespersons and had
exposure to regular job requirements and responsibilities. In a few cases it was the
tradesperson’s responsibility to evaluate the students based on workmanship and other
job-related criteria.
It is clear that effective staff are enthusiastic, sensitive to individual needs, fair,
and savvy about using authority in their programs. They had the ability to weigh
individual situations when infractions occurred and devise an agreeable course of action
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to solve the matter. Staff also had the ability to develop personal and professional
connections to the students. It seems that these program characteristics and staff qualities
were only possible by a consistent and predictable program format, as extraordinary time
was not needed for rules clarification, scheduling changes, or other prohibitive issues.
Providing a stipend or other means of payment to the participants was considered
both a practical and personal incentive for retaining participants. Paying students was
contingent upon the level of funding that the program received, yet it seems unrealistic to
believe that a program could exist without the financial incentive. Many programs had to
turn away people because they lacked funding. The few programs investigate that did not
reimburse the participants were designed for pre-release or probation individuals who had
a legal requirement to attend. The lack of payment in these programs was a problem as
there was little time on weekends or evenings for the participants to hold a part-time job.
Most participants had some form of financial responsibility outside the program. These
included childcare, bus fare or other transportation, or basic necessities such as rent and
food. Stipends were most commonly dispersed on a weekly basis, and one organizer
stated that, “money is a matter of survival for these kids,... the stipend is important, they
have to work—legally or illegally, they have to live.”
The other important aspect of reimbursement was that it brought personal
gratification and a feeling of self-worth and marketability to the participants. Work-based
programs are often structured as regular jobs, and many participants viewed them as such.
Compensation supported the notion that the participants’ time was valuable and that they
are capable of becoming economically self-reliant. Raises and bonuses for exceptional
work or perfect attendance also added to the personal reward aspect of payment.
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In addition to teamwork, staff strategies, and compensation, the last significant
student and incentive-based program design strategy related to retention was the number
of strategies employed. Programs that enlisted multiple rewards and incentives seemed

to hold a much better chance of connecting with each participant. The idea was that not
all persons valued the same rewards, and numerous and diversified rewards and strategies
helped ensure that each individual could find something of value for themselves within
the program.
Similarly, effective programs were structured in such a way to provide students
with many opportunities to do different tasks. This gave students a better chance to find a
niche for themselves based on their own tastes or proficiencies. This was particularly
important for females who were pregnant or had other work restrictions. One program
had students establish their own set of short- and long-term goals for their participation.
The goals were generated according to both academic and trades skills development. The
students designed the projects themselves, and the director stated:
It’s hard to get people to focus on community when they are hungry or
thirsty, or if their kids don’t have any Christmas presents. But, it’s also
hard to get people with good jobs and safe homes to be interested in
community—look at voting. We focus on projects that bring some sort of
gratification to them so they can see the importance of it, but we can’t
force people to come.

Another program offered varied and individualized education/training due to the nature of
the program mission, which was to teach entrepreneurial and business skills through
operating sidewalk sales carts. Participants conducted their own market research to
develop a formalized business plan. There were numerous possibilities and opportunities
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in this program for individuals to find their own place in the program structure. Another
program used a rotation scheme to expose participants to all facets of the project—in this
case it was a building construction project.
Other personal rewards included certificates of proficiency and diplomas; credit
and/or preparation for the general equivalency diploma (GED), journeyman, or apprentice
exam. Other participants found satisfaction in the progress on the work site and the sense
of pride, mastery, accomplishment, and completion. Gaining specific academic or trade
skills proved to be enough for some, while others gained satisfaction from release time
from prison and keeping busy.
Lastly, with regard to the appropriateness of programs based on student needs, one
program director stated,
We struggle with, considering that there is not a precise science at intake
and no academic screening, what it means to give a high school diploma or
who deserves a diploma. Is it a service or disservice to give a diploma to
someone who is not at all proficient academically? ...we have a built-in
tension in our program, we have teachers who feel we may be
compromising the diploma—that’s an issue. ...This is a one year program,
so the option is to make it a two year program, or have a summer school,
[or] find academic support for those who want to get there. The truth of
the matter is that we will develop into a charter school which has [building
construction] as one of many pathways. Academics, clerical training,
computer repair would give us more funding flexibility as well. Then, the
sub-set of building constructions students could come in with experience
in an internship or experience in construction. These students would be
truly be interested and motivated.
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When asked whether there was any issue over the appropriateness of his program for his
students, another program director stated, “this assumes that they have choices—they
don’t. They’ve been out on the street doing nothing. This program expands their choices
and opportunities.”
In comparison, the Springfield program was sensitive to student-based incentives,
such as teamwork, staff and student relationships, and payment to the participants, yet in
nearly two out of the three months that the program existed, most of the time was devoted
to determining exactly how to utilize these assets. Furthermore, staff devoted much of
their time to organization related matters, rules clarification and enforcement, and
behavior management. Had there been a more regularized schedule and format, for
example, more time could have been given to developing relationships, both among
students and staff. The short period of time spent at the YMCA attests to the value of a
relationship in teaching and in assisting youth to make a positive change in their lives.
It was found in the LLH program that a weekly payment, instead of the lump-sum
payment at the end of the program, could have sustained many of the participants’ ability
to continue. Many that left the program cited their lack of money as the main reason.
Student and incentive-based design strategies in successful programs were found
to be teamwork, the promotion of respectful and trusting relationships among students
and staff, payment to the participants, and multiple individual incentives. These types of
rewards and incentives were reported to have a significant impact on the participants’
willingness to attend the programs consistently. From a programmatic standpoint,
however, it was not so much the specific reward or incentive itself, but the presentation of
many such rewards that seemed to sustain the attention of the majority of students.
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Conclusion
This research of community and service-based education programs for at-risk and
court-involved young adults found that there is not one formula for organization, program
component, reward or incentive that alone will work. All the programs investigated used
several and diverse strategies to pursue their mission and accomplish their goals—
retention among them. Most programs seemed to exist in a form of perpetual evolution
and change. Old activities and practices were replaced by new ones, staff and participants
continually tested new approaches and ideas, yet at the same time this type of change was
balanced by the necessity of program stability and consistency. In Springfield, the
perception of disorganization led to confusion and lack of confidence in the program.
There were a number of programmatic areas that were reconciled. The goal of
high performances standards for participants had to be balanced with realistic
expectations and real ability. Program goals and activities had to be balanced with
funding resources. Determining the program duration took into consideration each
individual’s practical need to work and earn a living. Enforcing program rules often
depended on the circumstances of the situation, and in turn, the discretion of the staff.
Staff balanced their role as the authority figure and confidant. One program organizer
offered this brief philosophy of an effective program:
I’m not sure if the optimal goal is to keep students in the program. The
optimal goal is to figure out what each student needs most. If not [this
program] then the challenge is to find the right place. We try lots of
different programmatic strategies to keep students engaged and involved.
Not one thing is right for everybody. Community service might appeal to
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somebody; science is conducted off-site ... and some students really go for
that. Some prefer construction. Varied activities; multiple supports and
opportunities; a clear sense of sanctions, rewards, and incentives; policies
that are consistent; well-trained staff; support staff; a clear mission; and
keeping programmatic activities consistent with mission [enables success].
The place must be reflective—be able to evolve and change—and be a
self-critical organization. We constantly analyze our own performance
and we are rarely satisfied. [It must be a] fundamentally sound
organization, integrating work, learning, service, and leadership.

The following list represents both practical and pedagogical program components that are
to be incorporated into the model program design. These are generally considered by the
interviewees to be most significant program characteristics to engage, retain, and teach
the population in question.
1. Provisions of a weekly stipend.
2. Measured flexibility with rules and schedules.
3. Multiple incentives and work opportunities to learn trades, academics, technical skills,
and develop life and career planning skills.
4. Intake processes that primarily focus on the suitability of the program in relation to the
needs of the participants.
5. Opportunities for continued service, learning and employment within the program.
6. A program duration based on the goals, objectives, and mission of the program in
relation to the participants’ need for employment or further education.
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Discussion: A Model Program Design
This discussion is organized into two parts: (a) description and theory of the
organization of a model daily schedule, and (b) description and theory of the organization
of a weekly schedule. This introductory examination into designing a model program
borrows from principles of community service learning and juvenile correctional
education and incorporates information drawn from the research, literature review, and
personal experience. This model program informs theory and practice of how to promote
retention of at-risk community participants through an understanding of programmatic
approaches to generating interests and motivation; effective teaching strategies for
academic and trades skills development aimed at economic self-reliance, and;
understanding and matching participant needs with program goals and objectives.
The at-risk population for this model defined by Altschuler and Armstrong
(1994), is one often associated with teen parenthood, drug abuse, school failure, and gang
violence. It may not be realistic to expect a community service learning program, or any
one program, to transform an at-risk or troubled youth. Montgomery and Rossi (1994)
remind us that a student’s personal, home, community and school characteristics are
highly influential of one another. Failure in one area can lead to failure in other areas.
School related risk factors identified by Ingersoll and LeBoeuf (1997), are: (a) lack of
motivation resulting from poor academic performance, such as low reading and math
scores and failure to keep pace with other students in lessons or promotions; (b) low self¬
esteem resulting from classification as one who is verbally deficient or a slow learner; (c)
lack of personal or educational goals due to absence of stimulating academic challenges;
(d) and teacher neglect and lack of respect for students (p. 4). Risk factors related to
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community and home life are: (a) negative role models exemplified by friends who are
chronically truant or absent from school; (b) pressures related to family, health or
financial concerns; (c) difficulty coping with teen pregnancy, marriage, or parenthood; (d)
lack of family support and motivation for education in general; (e) and violence in or near
youth’s homes or schools (Ingersoll, & LeBoeuf, 1997, p. 5). Staff and organizers require
a good understanding of the issues facing this population. They are clear about whom the
program is intended for, and accurately match program goals with need areas. Proper or
improper placement of students will more than likely determine whether that program
will succeed. Misplacing low-risk students who can not benefit form the program, for
example, is considered impractical and inefficient (Altschuler, & Armstrong, 1994).
Staff must be caring, concerned, and savvy in using their authority. An overly
authoritative figure may forgo all the benefits that a respectful and working relationship
may bring. Research suggests that while discipline and order should not be discounted,
the basis for order should be derived from academics rather than generic rules, incentives,
and consequences of misbehavior (Better Schooling, 1990). Mixdorf and Paugh (1989)
suggest that this population may require a more therapeutic, rather than analytic or
cognitive approach to learning. They suggest: (a) Careful planning, prescription, and
management of seemingly untenable activities to fit the needs and capabilities of
participants; (b) skill development through graduations of difficulty; (c) development of
concrete problems with clear task beginnings and endings and clear indicators of success
and failure; (d) competitively or adaptively challenging activities with inherently
compelling tasks for youth; (e) real and immediate consequences and feedback to
participants; (f) problem resolution requiring that students use all their physical,
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emotional, and cognitive resources, and; (g) group interaction, cooperation, and
organization as major components of activities, (pp. 38-43)
Many CSL programs produce outcomes, both positive and negative, that are not
planned and do not relate to the initial goals or mission of the program (Jacoby, 1996).
Although unplanned outcomes can be beneficial to the student, such as acquiring new
sensitivity to diverse cultures, interest in community activism, or experience in public
relations, they may fall beyond the scope of a program designed to address more critical
issues, such as basic needs. However, Jacoby (1996) notes that: “egoistic rewards, such
as feeling a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction, gaining skills, and affiliation with
others, [are] critical to initial and continued involvement in service” (p. 115).
The following is a restatement of points and program components from the
literature review, interview research, and experience in the Springfield program that were
found to be most relevant in effective community and service-based programs for at-risk
and court-involved participants.
Community service learning:
1. Integration and application of academic principles.
2. Emphasis on goals that advance social and psychological development through active
participation in and control over service experiences.
3. Structured time for reflection, understanding, and appreciation of personal and group
accomplishments.
4. Promotion of a sense of caring for others and respect for the community.
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Corrections education:
1. Immediate response with rewards or graduated sanctions.
2. Practices of surveillance and supervision are supplemented with prompt recognition of
when infractions, as well as achievement, have taken place;
3. Prior knowledge of when certain circumstances may lead to misconduct or problems;
4. Viewing the prior knowledge and experiences of institutionalized offenders not as
something to be unlearned, but something that teachers may use to accelerate learning
through activation of such prior knowledge;
5. Formal measures of success, such as GED acquisition, grade-equivalent scores, and
level of formal education, are not pursued to the extent that learning is separated from
the community and workplace context.
The Lower Liberty Heights Program:
1. Adequate time to plan and organize ways of enhancing participants’ ability to
understand and connect to how the program may benefit them.
2. Limited goals that are matched with and address more critical life or educational
needs.
3. Staff that promotes a sense of teamwork and who recognize the benefits of personal
and professional connections among students and staff.
4. Initial development and clarification of rules on safety and behavior to avoid later
excessive enforcement of the rules.
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Interview Data:
1. Provisions of a weekly stipend.
2. Measured flexibility with rules and schedules.
3. Multiple incentives and work opportunities to learn trades, academics', technical skills,
and develop life and career planning skills.
4. Intake processes that primarily focus on the suitability of the program in relation to the
needs of the participants.
5. Opportunities for continued service, learning and employment within the program.
6. A program duration based on the goals, objectives, and mission of the program in
relation to the participants’ need for employment or further education.
The following charts (Model Program Weekly Schedule, p. 83; and Model
Program Daily Schedule, p. 88) and discussion utilizes this list of relevant points through
organization and design. The model weekly schedule represents a nine-month program
that aims to provide meaningful student involvement, opportunities for hands-on
learning, and development of a positive and productive learning atmosphere.
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Chart 3: Model Program Weekly Schedule (39 weeks total).
Week 1

Intake and Orientation
- Outreach and recruitment
- Rules and expectations defined
- Team building activities

Week 2

Project Planning and Organizing
- Individual, team, and program goals defined
- Staff goals defined (organizational and administrative)
- Team building activities

Week 3 - 18

Regular Program Schedule (see Chart 4, p. 88)

Week 19

Mid-Point of Program:
- Reflection activities that involve evaluating performance and
program goals
- Project planning for staff and participants for final half
- Changes made to program format, teams, goals, etc.

Week 20 - 34

Regular Program Schedule (Chart 4)

Week 35

Reflection and Celebration Week
- Assessment of program goals and achievements
- Assessment of individual and team achievements
- Plans and goals made for after the program
- Ceremony, recognition and commendations, program
conclusion

Week 36 - 39

General Preparation For After Program:
- Continued life planning and career counseling
- Assistance with job and apprenticeship acquisition
- Advice and guidance on housing matters
- Preparation and guidance for General Equivalency Diploma
(GED) exam, journeyman license, and apprentice exams
- Referrals to school or other educational programs
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The intake and orientation stage is intended to clarify program requirements such
as attendance and behavior. Work expectation are more stringent during orientation to
allow participants to “self-screen” themselves. Self-screening relates to the concept of
placing decision-making responsibilities into the hands of the participants. A program or
activity that has been chosen by the individual can add to their commitment and
determination to complete it. For example, it was found in the LLH program that
students who chose for themselves to learn English as a second language (ESL) were
markedly more enthusiastic about the work. Interestingly, it was noted by two program
directors that some students are not psychologically at a point to face success. It was
expressed that students who have failed in the past tended to develop a self-concept
according to this past performance, and it was believed that they must continue to fail in
order to reaffirm and support this single self-concept. In other words, these participants
are comfortable to fail. It was found that staff use time early in the program to determine
whether candidates are indeed at a point and ready to make a change in their life, or if
they would be better served if, for example, they were persuaded to finish high school,
pursue regular employment, or referred to another program. It is difficult to determine at
intake whether or why a student will succeed, as some program organizers have attested.
Program rules, particularly those concerning safety, are clearly articulated,
understood, and agreed upon during the first week of the program. Confusion or
ambiguity about rules, performance, or behavior expectations leaves open the possibility
for participants to manipulate or deceive the staff.

Team building is a major programmatic strategy during intake and orientation to
connect participants with each other and with staff. Organizers said participants require a
clear sense of teamwork for their best effort on any given task. Two of the programs used
“outward-bound” methods for team building, such as obstacle courses, rock climbing, and
so forth. Team-building activities early in the program were found to create connections
among participants and staff that lasted throughout this particular program’s entire year.
The second week of this model program introduces the participants to the concept
of goals. Individual and team goals are established, as well as short- and long-term goals.
It is reasonable to assume by the end of the second week that each participant believes the
program has something to offer him or her personally, and they have something to gain.
The process of giving careful though to these beliefs, establishing concrete goals, and
formalizing these goals perhaps through a written document, may enhance the
participants’ sense of purpose and objective. Staff assists students in defining specific
competency areas, plans group formats and program activities.
The final objective within the first two weeks is for organizers to formalize,
perhaps through a contract, each contributors part in the program. Formalizing these
contributions and donations of materials, service, sub-contracted work adds to the
stability, predictability, and consistency of the program.
Preparation, planning, and organizing is executed at the start of the third week.
By this time, participants are well informed of the purpose of the program, how and what
they will contribute, and how success will be measured. This planning period could have
proved useful in the LLH program. Participants did not have a clear picture of what was
to occur on any given day and they relied on the staff to direct them. At times, the
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inadequate planning also left the staff without an idea out what was to occur on certain
days due in part to uncertainties regarding contributions of building supplies and services.
In effect, the regular program schedule in the LLH program began from the first day,
which consequently created many inefficiencies and lost opportunities.
The mid-point of the program (week nineteen on Chart 4) is the first milestone,
and as in the daily schedule, a significant portion of time is devoted to reflection. This
may be the first time that there is something substantial to reflect upon, where students
revisit short- and long-term goals to assess their own progress, team progress, and that of
the overall project. Each participant may reflect to understand their own contribution to
the project and how it may have been different. Participants may look introspectively at
what events or activities have motivated them and how they are connected to the
program. They may consider those times that they were most interested in learning and
under what circumstances. Realizations drawn from reflection and progress assessment
in week nineteen is used for planning purposes in the final half of the program. Long¬
term goals are again brought to the forefront and program modifications and adjustments
are made with a sensitivity to how students are performing.
Staff will have open lines of communication and consult regularly with each
other on matters of student compatibility, discipline issues, and student progress.
Monitoring students, both inside and outside the program, enables staff to keep abreast of
issues that may affect a participant’s ability or motivation to continue. The research
suggests that three to four staff can adequately support and provide this kind of out-reach
for approximately twenty students.

Provisions of a weekly stipend is both a matter of practicality and personal
incentive. Weekly payment may help to confirm the skill and the contribution
participants’ are making to the project, as well as fulfill some basic necessities such as
transportation and food. Monetarily rewarding exceptional performance through bonuses
and raises also may maintain a student’s continued involvement. A formal graduation
ceremony, or at a minimum a celebration, as Wade (1997) suggests, provides formal
recognition for the students efforts. Furthermore, it may be the first such experience for
many of the participants, as was found in the Springfield program.
The organizational chart of the weekly schedule incorporates theory and practice
of corrections education and community service learning. This approach holds potential
at enhancing self-awareness, integrates academic principles into real life situations,
employs self-governance and teamwork strategies, and is directed by staff who are
sensitive to and flexible with matters of regard enforcement, performance expectations,
and scheduling.
The following chart shows how a model program daily schedule may be
organized. Similar to the weekly schedule, the daily schedule follows a planned and
unambiguous course of action, while at the same time allows a degree of flexibility to
accommodate changing circumstances of the participants, or new developments regarding
the daily operation of the program.
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Chart 4: Model Program Daily Schedule.
~7:00a - 9:00a

Optional Group Activities
- Recreation, breakfast, etc.

9:00a- 10:00a

Check-In and Attendance
- Outreach (calling home in cases of absence, etc.)
- Students form groups and plan the day objectives

10:00a- 12:00p

Alternating Week Schedule:
- Trade or technical education
- Classroom academic work
- Community service activity

12:00p - 12:45p

Lunch
- Participants and staff encouraged to spend lunch break
together

12:45p - 2:45p

Alternating Week Schedule:
- Trade or technical education
- Classroom academic work
- Community service activity

2:45p - 4:00p

Supplemental Education
- Life skills and health awareness
- Conflict resolution and discussion
- Housing guidance and assistance

4:00p - 5:00p

Re-group and Closure
- Reflection on day’s progress
- Planning for next day
- Journal writing

5:00p~7:00p

Optional Group Activities
- Recreation, discussions, dinner, etc.
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The time segments at the start and end of each day (Optional Group Activities,
Chart 3) are included to show the importance of spending leisure time between students,
staff and students, and between staff. Schools and classrooms, as well as actual
instructional activities, are typically designed for predictable student behavior and basic
skills acquisition with little or no opportunity for innovation, creativity, or meaningful
student-teacher or student-student interaction (Rowe, & Phannenstiel, 1991). Time
devoted to activities other than program activities helps develop trusting relationships and
increases communication among those involved. The LLH program benefited in all areas
as a result of meeting for recreational activities before the day began. Participants
encouraged each other to take part in these optional activities. In addition, it was found
that longer days in the program led to less idle time for individuals outside the program.
Participants did not have energy at the end of the day for anything but relaxing or going
home.
The full hour in the morning devoted to day-planning attests to its importance.
Rowe and Pfannenstiel (1991) note that educating disadvantaged youth is commonly
viewed as problematic, and typically takes place within a highly structured, ordered, and
disciplined environment (p. 2-9). Ensuring that each person knows what he or she will be
doing also relieves staff from being placed in a position of directing and redirecting the
participants throughout the day. Planning the day ahead allows participants to construct a
course of action based on progress made the previous day, and gives them more of a stake
in and ownership of the outcome. Planning can also be a team-building activity. It was
reported that participants performed at higher levels when team and group performance is
rewarded.
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Reflection at the end of the day enables participants to more thoughtfully organize
and understand what occurred that day (Wade, 1997). This can be critical reflection to
determine what things went right, and what thing went wrong that day, for the purpose of
making improvements and changes the next day.
In cases where a participant is found to be too unruly or recalcitrant, an option is
in place to transfer the participant out of the regular daily program into an alternative area
or activity. This alternate site was referred to as a “resource room” in one program. The
lateral transfer was believed to be a far better option than termination. Here again,
however, staff weighs each case individually, consults with each other, and exhausts all
other options before the transfer. It was believed by more than one program director that
defiant or other anti-social behavior contributed to a student’s “at-risk” status, and as
such, a program designed for this population must accommodate and assist in these areas.
As previously stated, it is important for programs to target a few of the niore pervasive
need and risk factors to help ensure that they adequately addressed. However, similar
needs or issues among participants did not necessarily mean they were addressed in the
same manner. It was found that participants connect to and “buy into” different facets of
the program, such as the hands-on experience, the sense of accomplishment, the
relationships they build, and so forth. It follows that this model program provides
numerous and varied opportunities for students to learn and become involved. Simple
tasks, such as painting a room, may involve as many as ten competency areas. Staff is
creative, view tasks from different perspectives, and cognizant of which participant may
enjoy or perform more efficiently at each.
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Conclusions
This research produced findings that suggest student retention depends on
numerous and varied relationships between the teachers’ qualifications and characteristics
and real and perceived needs of the students; program scheduling and activities and the
interests of the participants; participants’ perceived needs and their practical ability to
persist; and the total fit between program design and the population that the program
serves. Specifically, the five program design areas that relate to organization and
administration, that had the greatest impact on retention, were found to be the intake
process, scheduling strategies, rules structure and flexibility, lateral transfer option, and
program duration. Four program design areas emerged from the research related to
personal rewards and incentives that seem to have the most impact upon retention. These
are the presence of teamwork and spirit, staff relationships, provisions of a weekly
stipend, and the use of multiple rewards and incentives.
The model program daily and weekly schedules have attempted to incorporate
information drawn from the research, literature, and personal experience to formulate a
work-based community service learning program for at-risk youth and young adults that
is sensitive to principles found in community service learning and corrections education.
The components incorporated in this model program hold promise at keeping youth
engaged in learning activities through activating involvement in the learning process,
graduated presentation of more challenging work, and organizational strategies that use
cooperative and shared effort techniques to problem solving. The model is not a
complete answer, but it reflects those program characteristics that may effectively teach
and retain a majority of participants. A sixty-five to seventy percent success (or
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graduation) rate was considered more than satisfactory by some of the more successful
organizers and program staff. This model also holds potential for improving, through
experience and education, both the quality of life and life chances for disadvantaged
individuals who may find themselves under similar circumstances. An approach such as
this may be among the very few, or very last, structured educational alternatives for these
youths to choose from.
This project was developed as a result of my experience in the LLH program in
1997. It was difficult to see this program unfold over the weeks because of its
insufficient organization and lack of planning and purpose. This was no subtle matter for
the participants, who were also frustrated with changing rules and schedules, inadequately
or unplanned activities, and limited commitment and leadership from the organizers.
More and more varied learning opportunities for the participants, and greater sense of
teamwork, greater understanding of the value of relationships, among other simple design
changes could have help retain most of the participants without costing more money or
resources.
There is an ever growing population of troubled and disconnected youth
throughout the country and a greater need than ever for effective, appropriate, and
informed programs to serve them. Work-based programs grounded in principles of
community service learning provide hands-on learning experience with immediate
gratification and signs of progress, while corrections education is more attuned to the
learning needs and teaching methods for this population.
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Recommendations for Future Research
This was primarily a qualitative inquiry into the implications that program designs
and design strategies hold for the promotion of program retention objectives for at-risk
populations. Staff characteristics and qualifications were found to have a significant
impact in this area. Future research is important to determine and develop training
programs for staff who work with troubled youth populations. Staff burnout was and
continues to be a concern for these particular programs. High staff turnover is
detrimental to programs, first because participants were found to rely on stable and
trusting connections to staff. In some cases, these relationships were the single most
important facet of program that influenced retention. Secondly, relationships among staff
and students are developed over time. A high staff turnover rate leaves little hope for
relationships to develop and may render a program ineffective. Future research on
effective models for staff training and development are needed.
A reliable process or method is needed to determine whether a particular
participant should or should not be placed in an alternative educational setting. It was the
concern of more than one organizer that students inevitably forego other and perhaps
more appropriate educational endeavors or life opportunities as a result of joining
programs. When one considers that these programs can last for over a year, it is
reasonable to assume that joining a program is a major life decision and commitment.
Future research can assist in developing a fair and reliable tool or method to determine
readiness of the participant in relation to the appropriateness of the program.
This research was limited to investigating program design and programmatic
approaches to retention. Retention, however, may also be strongly related to
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psychological and psychosocial issues of motivation, self-esteem, and inter- and intra¬
personal relationships. More research is needed on these issues with regard to their
implication for psychological development and a program’s ability to serve such needs.
This research uncovered cultural and regional differences of at-risk populations,
and differences in program context according to cultural and regional differences. These
difference seemed to impact such factors as work ethic, values, relationships, and
attractiveness of certain work over others. More research into cultural and regional
variations could add insight into program development.
Longitudinal studies and other statistical analysis of program effectiveness are
needed to develop a clearer understanding of the long-term impact that a program may
have. The current research investigated design and programmatic strategies that effect
retention, assuming that retention may be the most immediately important measure of
program success. Whether the program had a lasting positive effect on participants,
measured by success at jobs, success in school, and other longitudinal criteria may more
accurately determine program effectiveness.
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APPENDIX:
LIST OF ABRIEVIATIONS

CSL

Community Service Learning

DRC

Day Reporting Center

ESL

English as a Second Language

GED

General Equivalency Diploma

LEP

Limited English Proficient

LLH

Lower Liberty Heights (Program)
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